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P R E F A C E  
I  d i d  n o t  c o m e  t o  r e a d e r - r e s p o n s e  c r i t i c i s m  b e c a u s e  I  u n d e r s t o o d  i t  
t o  b e  o f  i m p o r t a n c e  t o  m y  c r i t i c a l  m e t h o d o l o g y ;  i t  w a s ,  i n s t e a d ,  s u g g e s t e d  
t o  m e ,  a n d  a s  I  s e e m e d  t o  b e  i n  n e e d  o f  a  l a b e l  t o  l e n d  l e g i t i m a c y  a n d  
f o c u s  t o  m y  r e a d i n g  o f  D e a t h  K i t ,  I  l a t c h e d  o n  t o  i t .  A s  a n  a p p r o a c h  t o  
r e a d i n g ,  i t  o f f e r s  e n o u g h  o p e n - e n d e d n e s s  t o  a l l o w  m e  t o  r o a m  i t s  c o n t i n u u m  
p i c k i n g  a n d  c h o o s i n g  a s  I  p l e a s e .  I  h a v e  u s e d  J a n e  Tompkins~ 
R e a d e r - R e s p o n s e  C r i t i c i s m  F r o m  F o r m a l i s m  t o  P o s t - S t r u c t u r a l i s m ,  a  
c o l l e c t i o n  o f  e s s a y s  b y  r e a d e r - b a s e d  c r i t i c s ,  a s  a  c a t a l y s t  f o r  a  
s e l f - e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  m y  r e a d i n g  o f  D e a t h  K i t .  A f t e r  r e a d i n g  t h e s e  e s s a y s  
a n d  w r i t i n g  a b o u t  Sontag~s n o v e l s ,  I  s e e  m y  r e a d i n g  o f  t h o s e  b o o k s  a s  
h e a v i l y  i n f l u e n c e d  b y  N e w  C r i t i c i s m .  T h i s  i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g ,  f o r  i t  h a d  a  
f i r m  h o l d  i n  t h e  a c a d e m y  w h e n  I  w a s  f i r s t  i n t r o d u c e d  t o  l i t e r a r y  s t u d y  o n  
a  u n i v e r s i t y  l e v e l  i n  t h e  1 9 6 0 s .  P r i o r  t o  m y  r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  Tompkins~ 
a n t h o l o g y ,  I~d h a d  a  g r a d u a t e  s e m i n a r  i n  t h e  w o r k  o f  S t a n l e y  C a v e l l  w h o s e  
c r i t i c a l  a p p r o a c h  i s  c e r t a i n l y  r e a d e r - b a s e d .  I  h a d  a l s o  b e e n  i m p r e s s e d ,  
a n d  I  t h i n k  i n f l u e n c e d ,  b y  J e a n - P a u l  Sartre~s e s s a y  " W h y  W r i t e ? " ,  w h i c h  i s  
c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  t h e  writer~s r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  r e a d e r ,  f r o m  t h e  writer~s 
p o i n t  o f  v i e w  m o r e  t h a n  t h e  critic-reader~s. I n  t h e  p a g e s  w h i c h  f o l l o w ,  I  
a t t e m p t  t o  s e t  f o r t h  m y  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  r e a d e r / w r i t e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  a s  
i n s t a n c e d  c h i e f l y  i n  m y  o w n  r e a d i n g  o f  S u s a n  Sontag~s D e a t h  K i t .  
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
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I N T R O D U C T I O N :  S O M E  A P P R O A C H E S  T O  R E A D I N G  
I n  " W h y  W r i t e ? "  S a r t r e  s p e a k s  o f  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  
t e x t  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  t e r m s :  " f o r  t h e  r e a d e r  a l l  i s  t o  d o  a n d  a l l  i s  
a l r e a d y  d o n e "  ( C r i t i c i s m ,  5 3 4 ) .  B o t h  a  r e a d e r - r e s p o n s e  c r i t i c  a n d  a  N e w  
c r i t i c  w o u l d ,  I  t h i n k ,  a g r e e  w i t h  t h i s  s t a t e m e n t .  T h e  w o r k  i s  o n  t h e  
p a g e ,  i n  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  h a n d s ,  a n d  i n  t h i s  s e n s e  i s  " d o n e " ;  t h e  b a s e  f r o m  
w h i c h  t h e  r e s p o n d i n g  r e a d e r  w i l l  c r e a t e  t h e  " l i t e r a r y  o b j e c t "  i s  a l s o  
a l r e a d y  d o n e .  A g a i n  f r o m  S a r t r e :  
T h e  l i t e r a r y  o b j e c t  h a s  n o  o t h e r  s u b s t a n c e  t h a n  t h e  
r e a d e r ' s  s u b j e c t i v i t y .  R a s k o l n i k o v ' s  w a i t i n g  i s  ~ 
w a i t i n g  w h i c h  I  l e n d  h i m  ( 5 3 3 ) .  
F o r  t h e  N e w  c r i t i c ,  w h a t  t h e  r e a d e r  m u s t  d o  i s  c l o s e l y  a t t e n d  t o  t h e  t e x t ,  
f o r  t h e  t e x t  i s ,  f o r  t h e  N e w  c r i t i c ,  s o v e r e i g n .  B u t  t h e  t e x t  i s  a l s o  
m u l t i - f a c e t e d  s o  t h e  t e x t  c a n  t a k e  a  N e w  c r i t i c - r e a d e r  i n  a n y  n u m b e r  o f  
d i r e c t i o n s ;  i t  i s  t h e  t e x t ,  t h o u g h ,  t h a t  d o e s  t h e  t a k i n g .  F o r  t h e  
R e a d e r - R e s p o n s e  c r i t i c ,  t h e  r e a d e r  i s  t h e  o n e  w h o  d o e s  " t h e  t a k i n g , "  w h o ' s  
i n  c h a r g e  o f  a  d i r e c t i o n  a  r e a d i n g  t a k e s .  I t  i s ,  p e r h a p s ,  t h e  
s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s  o f  t h e  r e a d e r - r e s p o n s e  a p p r o a c h  w h i c h ,  a t  f i r s t  g l a n c e ,  
s e t s  i t  a p a r t  f r o m  N e w  C r i t i c i s m .  A s  S a r t r e  s a y s ,  " R a s k o l n i k o v ' s  w a i t i n g  
i s  ~waiting w h i c h  I  l e n d  h i m . "  N o t  t h e  t e x t ' s  w a i t i n g  b u t  t h e  r e a d e r ' s .  
I t  i s  t h e  " r e a d e r ' s  s u b j e c t i v i t y "  w h i c h ,  f o r  S a r t r e ,  m u s t  d o  " a l l "  
t h e r e  " i s  t o  d o . "  I  a m  i n  o n l y  p a r t i a l  a g r e e m e n t  w i t h  t h i s  v i e w ;  m y  
d i s a g r e e m e n t  i s  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  t h e  s t a t e  o f  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  m i n d ,  i n  r e l a t i o n  
t o  a  g i v e n  t e x t ,  b e f o r e  t h e  r e a d e r  a c t u a l l y  b e g i n s  t h e  a c t  o f  r e a d i n g .  
F o r  m y s e l f  a s  a  r e a d e r ,  a  w o r k  w h i c h  h a s  b e e n  a c c e p t e d  i n t o  t h e  l i t e r a r y  
c a n o n  b y  t h o s e  o f  t a s t e ,  t h o s e  w h o  p o s s e s s  t h e  p r o p e r  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  f o r  
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d e c i d i n g  w h e t h e r  o r  n o t  a  t e x t  i s  a  l i t e r a r y  t e x t ,  i s ,  b y  t h a t  a c c e p t a n c e ,  
g r a n t e d  i t s  s t a t u s  a s  l i t e r a t u r e .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  I  f i r s t  a c c e p t e d  t h e  
l i t e r a r i n e s s  o f  M o b y  D i c k ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  d e t a i l e d  w h a l i n g  i n d u s t r y  
s e c t i o n s ,  b e c a u s e  t h o s e  q u a l i f i e d  t o  s a y  s u c h  t h i n g s  t o l d  m e  i t  w a s  a  
g r e a t  l i t e r a r y  w o r k .  O v e r  t h e  y e a r s ,  t h e  s c o p e  o f  m y  c o n c e p t  o f  " p r o p e r  
q u a l i f i c a t i o n s "  h a s  b r o a d e n e d ,  f o r  I  h a v e  a l s o  a c c e p t e d  w o r k s  a s  
l i t e r a t u r e  o n  t h e  w o r d  o f  t h o s e  w i t h o u t  l i t e r a r y  t r a i n i n g .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  I  
c a m e  t o  K e n n e t h  P a t c h e n ' s  T h e  J o u r n a l  o f  A l b i o n  M o o n l i g h t  a s  a  w o r k  o f  
l i t e r a t u r e  o n  t h e  w o r d  o f  a  b l u e s  h a r m o n i c a  p l a y e r  w h o m  I ' d  k n o w n  a n d  
r e s p e c t e d  f o r  y e a r s .  I  n o  d o u b t  c o u l d  f i n d  a  p e r s o n  w i t h  l i t e r a r y  
t r a i n i n g  w h o  w o u l d  s p e a k  o f  t h e  P a t c h e n  b o o k  a s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  l i t e r a r y  
w o r k .  M y  p o i n t  h e r e  i s  s i m p l y  t h a t  s u b j e c t i v i t y  i s  n o t ,  a s  S a r t r e  
m a i n t a i n s ,  t h e  o n l y  " s u b s t a n c e "  f o r  a  g i v e n  " l i t e r a r y  o b j e c t . "  T h e  w o r d  
o f  o t h e r s ,  e v e n  i f  m y  c h o i c e  o f  w h o s e  w o r d s  t o  p a y  h e e d  i s  n e c e s s a r i l y  
s u b j e c t i v e ,  p l a y s  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  i n  m y  v i e w  o f  w h a t  i s  a n d  i s  n o t  
l i t e r a t u r e .  
W h e t h e r  N i e t z s c h e · ,  C a m u s ,  S a r t r e ,  C i o r a n ,  a n d  S o n t a g  a r e  l i t e r a r y  o r  
p h i l o s o p h i c a l  f i g u r e s  i s  a  q u e s t i o n  w h i c h  s e e m s  t o  f a s c i n a t e  s o m e  c r i t i c s  
i n  a  w a y  t h a t  i t  f a i l s  t o  f a s c i n a t e  m e .  S o ,  w h e n  I  c a m e  a c r o s s  E l i z a b e t h  
W .  B r u s s '  B e a u t i f u l  T h e o r i e s :  T h e  S p e c t a c l e  o f  D i s c o u r s e  i n  C o n t e m p o r a r y  
C r i t i c i s m  a n d  f o u n d  t h a t  s o m e  c r i t i c s  h a v e  d e n i e d  t h e  l i t e r a r i n e s s  o f  
S o n t a g ' s  n o v e l s ,  I  i m m e d i a t e l y  d i s a g r e e d  b u t  d i d  n o t  f i n d  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  
s u f f i c i e n t  i m p o r t a n c e  t o  a d d r e s s  e x p l i c i t l y .  D e a t h  K i t  h a d ,  m o r e  t h a n  a  
d e c a d e  a g o ,  b e e n  r e c o m m e n d e d  t o  m e  b y  a  f e l l o w  d e v o t e e  o f  t h e  w o r k  o f  
W i l l i a m  S .  B u r r o u g h s .  I t  h a s ,  s i n c e  t h a t  t i m e ,  b e e n  i n  a  m e m o r y - f i l e  a s  a  
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
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l i t e r a r y  w o r k  I  w o u l d  s o m e d a y  r e a d ;  D o n  Q u i x o t e  i s  i n  t h e  s a m e  f i l e .  F o r  
m e ,  t h e  p o w e r  o f  e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  h u m a n  c o n t a c t ,  w h i c h  e s t a b l i s h e d  K i t  a s  a  
l i t e r a r y  w o r k  w o r t h y  o f  m y  a t t e n t i o n ,  i s  o f  g r e a t e r  i m p o r t  t h a n  a  c r i t i c a l  
d i s c o u r s e  w h i c h  t o o  o f t e n  s o u n d s  o f  j a r g o n .  I  a l s o  f e e l  t h a t  w h a t  t o  
c a l l ,  b y  w a y  o f  n a m i n g  o r  c l a s s i f y i n g ,  w h a t  i s  b e t w e e n  t h e  c o v e r s  o f  
S o n t a g ' s  b o o k s  t a k e s  a  d i s t a n t  s e c o n d  i n  i m p o r t a n c e  t o  w h a t  i s  a c t u a l l y  
b e t w e e n  t h o s e  c o v e r s  b y  w a y  o f  c o n t e n t .  
T h r o u g h  a  c l o s e  r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  t e x t s  I  m a k e  w h a t  I  b e l i e v e  a r e  v a l i d  
c o n n e c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  v a r i o u s  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e s e  t e x t s ;  t h e s e  c o n n e c t i o n s  
i n c o r p o r a t e  w o r k  o t h e r  t h a n  t h e  S o n t a g  n o v e l s  o r  w r i t i n g  a b o u t  t h o s e  
n o v e l s .  M y  c o n n e c t i o n  o f  h e r  n o v e l s  t o  t h e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  ( s o m e  w o u l d  a n d  
d o  c a l l  t h e m  l i t e r a r y )  c o n c e p t s  o f  N i e t z s c h e ,  F r e u d ,  A r t a u d ,  t h e  l a t e r  
H e i d e g g e r ,  a n d  W i l l i a m  H .  G a s s  i s  b o r n  o f  m y  o w n  p h i l o s o p h i c a l - l i t e r a r y  
c o n c e r n s  a s  w e l l  a s  t h o s e  o f  S o n t a g .  I t  i s  i n  w h a t  t h e s e  c o n n e c t i o n s ,  
w i t h i n  a n d  b e y o n d  t h e  t e x t ,  p r o d u c e  t h a t  I  f i n d  m y s e l f  a b l e  t o  p l u g  i n t o  
t h e  R e a d e r - R e s p o n s e  C r i t i c i s m  a n t h o l o g y .  
I n  h i s  e s s a y ,  " T h e  R e a d i n g  P r o c e s s :  A  P h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l  A p p r o a c h , "  i n  
t h e  T o m p k i n s  c o l l e c t i o n ,  W o l f g a n g  I s e r  p r e s e n t s  w h a t  h e  r e f e r s  t o  a s  t h e  
" g e s t a l t "  o f  t h e  l i t e r a r y  t e x t :  
T h e  g e s t a l t  i s  n o t  t h e  t r u e  m e a n i n g  o f  t h e  t e x t ;  a t  
b e s t ,  i t  i s  a  c o n f i g u r a t i v e  m e a n i n g ;  " c o m p r e h e n s i o n  
i s  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  a c t  o f  s e e i n g - t h i n g s - t o g e t h e r ,  a n d  
o n l y  t h a t . "  W i t h  a  l i t e r a r y  t e x t  s u c h  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  
i s  i n s e p a r a b l e  f r o m  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  e x p e c t a t i o n s ,  a n d  
w h e r e  w e  h a v e  e x p e c t a t i o n s ,  t h e r e  t o o  w e  h a v e  o n e  o f  
t h e  m o s t  p o t e n t  w e a p o n s  i n  a  w r i t e r ' s  a r m o r y - -
i l l u s i o n  ( 5 9 ) .  
D o e s  g o i n g  b e y o n d  t h e  t e x t - - t h e  t e x t  w h i c h  f o r  t h e  " N e w "  c r i t i c s  i s  
o b j e c t i v e - - m a k e  t h e  a c t  o f  c r i t i c i s m  n o t  o n l y  m o r e  e x c i t i n g  b u t  m o r e  
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p r o b l e m a t i c ?  I s e r  d o e s  n o t  d i r e c t l y  a d d r e s s  t h i s  q u e s t i o n ,  b u t  i t  s e e m s  
t o  m e  t h e  a n s w e r  i s  y e s .  T h e  r e a d e r ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  I s e r ,  w i l l  a t t e m p t  t o  
" i m p o s e  a  c o n s i s t e n t  p a t t e r n  o n  t h e  t e x t "  b u t  " d i s c r e p a n c i e s  a r e  b o u n d  t o  
a r i s e "  ( 6 4 ) .  H e  s a y s  t h a t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a t t e m p t s  t o  a v o i d  d i s c r e p a n c i e s ,  
t h e r e b y  c r e a t i n g  t h e m .  F o r  I s e r ,  i t  i s  t h e s e  d i s c r e p a n c i e s  w h i c h  d r a w  t h e  
r e a d e r  i n t o  t h e  t e x t :  " c o m p e l l i n g  u s  t o  c o n d u c t  a  c r e a t i v e  e x a m i n a t i o n  
n o t  o n l y  o f  t h e  t e x t  b u t  a l s o  o f  o u r s e l v e s "  ( 5 9 ) .  
" G e s t a l t "  i s  b o r n  o f  w h a t  I s e r  r e f e r s  t o  a s  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  n e e d  f o r  
" c o n s i s t e n c y . "  I t  s e e m s  t o  m e  t h a t  H o l l a n d ' s  " u n i t y , "  i n  " U n i t y  I d e n t i t y  
T e x t  S e l f "  i n  t h e  T o m p k i n s  a n t h o l o g y ,  i s  c l o s e l y  a k i n  t o  I s e r ' s  
" c o n s i s t e n c y . "  F o r  I s e r ,  t h e  r e a d e r  m u s t  b e  a c t i v e l y  a n d  c r e a t i v e l y  
e n g a g e d .  H o l l a n d ' s  r e a d e r  i s  a l s o  e n g a g e d ,  a c t i v e :  
T h e  u n i t y  w e  f i n d  i n  l i t e r a r y  t e x t s  i s  i m p r e g n a t e d  
w i t h  t h e  i d e n t i t y  t h a t  f i n d s  t h a t  u n i t y .  T h i s  i s  
s i m p l y  t o  s a y '  t h a t  m y  r e a d i n g  o f  a  c e r t a i n  l i t e r a r y  
w o r k  w i l l  d i f f e r  f r o m  y o u r s  o r  h i s  o r  h e r s  ( 1 2 3 ) .  
H o l l a n d ' s  u s e  o f  t h e  w o r d  " i d e n t i t y "  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  i m p o r t a n t  h e r e  a s  t h e  
f o l l o w i n g  p a s s a g e  m a k e s  c l e a r .  
T h e  i n d i v i d u a l  c a n  a c c e p t  t h e  l i t e r a r y  w o r k  o n l y  t o  
t h e  e x t e n t  h e  e x a c t l y  r e c r e a t e s  w i t h  i t  a  v e r b a l  
f o r m  o f  h i s  o w n  p a r t i c u l a r  p a t t e r n  o f  d e f e n s e  
m e c h a n i s m s  a n d ,  i n  a  b r o a d e r  s e n s e ,  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  
s y s t e m  o f  a d a p t i v e  s t r a t e g i e s  t h a t  h e  k e e p s  b e t w e e n  
h i m s e l f  a n d  t h e  w o r l d .  T h i s  m a t c h i n g  i s  t h e r e f o r e  
c r u c i a l  ( 1 2 5 ) .  
T h i s  i s  a  l i f e - a s - a - b a t t l e g r o u n d  v i e w  o f  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  n e e d  t o  
i d e n t i f y  w i t h  t h e  l i t e r a r y  t e x t .  I t  i s  g r o u n d e d ,  I  t h i n k  c o n s t r u c t i v e l y ,  
i n  " t h e  c o m m o n "  a s  C a v e l l  m i g h t  u s e  t h e  t e r m .  B y  " t h e  c o m m o n "  I  m e a n  
t h o s e  a c t i v i t i e s  w h i c h  c o m p o s e  t h e  g r i n d  o f  d a y - t o - d a y  l i f e ,  c i v i l i z a t i o n  
a s  F r e u d  s p e a k s  o f  i t  i n  C i v i l i z a t i o n  a n d  I t s  D i s c o n t e n t s .  C i v i l i z a t i o n  
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i s  i t s e l f  t h e  p r o b l e m  f o r  b o t h  F r e u d  a n d  H o l l a n d .  Holland~s r e a d e r  i s  
Freud~s c i v i l i z e d  m a n ;  h i s  e s s a y  i s ,  w i t h  t h e  e x c e p t i o n  o f  G e o r g e s  
Poulet~s, a t  a  p o i n t  f u r t h e r  r e m o v e d  f r o m  t h e  N e w  c r i t i c s  t h a n  a n y  o f  t h e  
o t h e r  e s s a y s  i n  t h e  Tompkins~ a n t h o l o g y .  
T h e  c o n t e m p o r a r y  f e e l  o f  K i t ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  n o v e l  i s  m o r e  
t h a n  t w o  d e c a d e s  o l d  a n d  i s  t h e  p r o d u c t  o f  a  t i m e  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h e  
o n e  w e  n o w  i n h a b i t ,  m a k e s  t h e  p a s s a g e  f r o m  H o l l a n d  p a r t i c u l a r l y  r e l e v a n t .  
H o l l a n d  i s  a c u t e l y  a w a r e  o f  t h e  s t r u g g l e  o f  t h e  s e l f / t h e  i n d i v i d u a l ;  h i s  
a p p r o a c h  t o  c r i t i c i s m  h a s  a  d e c i d e d l y  t h e r a p e u t i c  q u a l i t y ;  t h i s  q u a l i t y  
l e a d s  h i m  t o  c o n c e r n s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h o s e  o f  S o n t a g .  Holland~s 
p s y c h o a n a l y t i c  c r i t i c i s m ,  l i k e  D a v i d  Bleich~s s u b j e c t i v e  c r i t i c i s m ,  h a s  
" t h e  p r a c t i c a l  g o a l , "  a s  J a n e  T o m p k i n s  w r i t e s ,  o f  a c h i e v i n g  " k n o w l e d g e  o f  
t h e  s e l f ,  o f  i t s  r e l a t i o n  t o  o t h e r  s e l v e s ,  t o  t h e  w o r l d ,  a n d  t o  h u m a n  
k n o w l e d g e  i n  g e n e r a l "  (  x i x )  •  
L e t  m e  s e t  f o r t h  n o w  t h e  f o u r  m a j o r  a r e a s  o f  m y  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  D e a t h  
K i t  w h i l e  p u t t i n g  i n  n u t s h e l l - f o r m  t h e i r  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  p o i n t s :  
( 1 )  T h e  B e n e f a c t o r  a n d  D e a t h  K i t  a r e  c o m p a n i o n  p i e c e s .  H e r e  I~ve 
t r i e d  t o  a c c o m p l i s h  t h e  f o l l o w i n g :  ( a )  t o  p u t  s o m e  t e x t - b a s e d  
i n t e r p r e t i v e  f l e s h  o n  t h e  v i e w  o f  T o n y  T a n n e r  a n d  C a r y  N e l s o n  ( t h e  l a t t e r  
b y  w a y  o f  a  n o t e  o n  W i l l i a m  Burroughs~ w o r k  i n  T h e  I n c a r n a t e  W o r d  [ 2 2 8 n ] )  
t h a t  Sontag~s n o v e l s  a r e  c o m p a n i o n  p i e c e s ;  ( b )  t o  c o m e  t o  a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  
o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  Hippolyte~s d r e a m s  t o  Diddy~s r e a l i t y ;  ( c )  t o  
e x a m i n e  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  t h e  m a d m a n  a s  d i s t i n c t  f r o m  t h e  e c c e n t r i c  a s  t h a t  
q u e s t i o n  r e l a t e s  t o  D i d d y  a n d  H i p p o l y t e .  
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
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( 2 )  T h e  n a r r a t i v e  v o i c e  i n  K i t  o r ,  a t  l e a s t ,  m y  r e a d i n g  o f  t h a t  
v o i c e  i s  t h e  k e y  w h i c h  o p e n s  t h e  n o v e l .  W i t h o u t  i t ,  K i t  p r e s e n t s  m e  w i t h  
a  l e s s  t h a n  c o m p l e t e  p i c t u r e .  T h e  f i r s t - p e r s o n  " I "  a n d  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  u s e  
o f  t h e  s e c o n d - p e r s o n  " o u r ,  u s ,  w e "  p o i n t  t o  D i d d y  a s  b e i n g  t h e  n a r r a t o r  a s  
w e l l  a s  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t .  F o r  t h e  t e x t  t o  s e e m  " c o m p l e t e , "  I  h a v e  c r e a t e d  
a  s c e n a r i o  w h i c h  o w e s  a  d e b t  t o  S t a n l e y  C a v e l l  a n d  J e a n - P a u l  S a r t r e .  B u t ,  
i t  w a s  t h e  t e x t  a n d  m y  e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t  s p a w n e d  t h i s  s c e n a r i o  w h i l e  m y  
r e a c h i n g  o u t  t o  C a v e l l  a n d  S a r t r e  i s  a  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s  r e a c h i n g  t o w a r d s  
s o m e  k i n d  o f  c r i t i c a l  l e g i t i m a c y .  
( 3 )  T h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  t o u c h  a n d  w o r d s  i n  K i t  l a y s  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  
f o r  a  p r o t e s t  a g a i n s t  c i v i l i z a t i o n ' s  a p p r o a c h  t o  m y t h s ,  i f  n o t  t h e  m y t h s  
t h e m s e l v e s ;  i t  s e t s  t - h e  s t a g e  f o r  t h e  w o r k  o f  A n t o n i n  A r t a u d .  I t  i s  i n  
r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  t o u c h - w o r d  t h e m e  t h a t  w e  s e e ,  p e r h a p s  m o s t  c l e a r l y ,  h o w  
t o t a l l y  D i d d y  i s  t r a p p e d  b y  w e s t e r n  c u l t u r e .  T h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h e  
t o u c h - w o r d  t h e m e ,  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  i n t e r a c t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  g e n d e r s ,  a r e ,  
t h o u g h  I ' v e  c h o s e n  n o t  t o  e x p l o r e  t h e  a r e a  a s  f u l l y  a s  I  m i g h t  h a v e ,  
w i d e - r a n g i n g  a n d  i m p o r t a n t .  
( 4 )  L o o k i n g  a t  K i t  a s  a  f o u r - a c t  p l a y  o p e n s  t h e  d o o r  f o r  m y  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  H e s t e r .  I t  a l s o  h e l p s  c l a r i f y  D i d d y ' s  a d d i c t i o n  t o  t h e  
h e r o i c  a n d  h i s  q u e s t  f o r  h o n o r .  T h i s  a d d i c t i o n  p r e v e n t s  h i m  f r o m  
f u l f i l l i n g  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  l i b e r a t i o n  w h i c h  t h e  A r t a u d i a n - l i k e  t h e a t e r  
o f  h i s  s e c o n d  e n c o u n t e r  w i t h  " I n c a r d o n a "  m a k e s  p o s s i b l e .  
L i k e  H o l l a n d ,  I s e r ,  B l e i c h ,  C a v e l l ,  a n d  S a r t r e ,  I  l e a v e  t h e  t e x t  w h e n  
m y  i n d i v i d u a l  e x p e r i e n c e ,  k n o w l e d g e ,  a n d  n e e d s  c a l l  f o r  m y  l e a v i n g  t h e  
w o r d s  o n  t h e  p a g e .  I n  f a c t  i n  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  o f  t h i s  p a p e r  I  c r e a t e  a  
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s c e n a r i o  w h i c h ,  w h i l e  i n s p i r e d  b y  t h e  t e x t ,  s t e p s  w e l l  b e y o n d  t h e  p r i n t e d  
w o r d s  o f  D e a t h  K i t .  
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C H A P T E R  O N E :  T H E  B E N E F A C T O R :  P R O L O G U E  T O  D E A T H  K I T  
I n  c h o o s i n g  w h a t  a s p e c t s  t o  f o c u s  o n  i n  m y  r e a d i n g  o f  T h e  B e n e f a c t o r  
a s  a  p r o l o g u e  t o  D e a t h  K i t ,  I  h a v e  m a d e  p r i m a r y  t h a t  w h i c h  T o n y  T a n n e r  
p r o n o u n c e d  i m p o r t a n t :  B e n e f a c t o r  a n d  K i t  a r e  c o m p a n i o n  p i e c e s .  H e  
w r i t e s :  
H i p p o l y t e ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  o f  S u s a n  S o n t a g ' s  T h e  
B e n e f a c t o r  s a y s ,  " I  a m  c r a w l i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  t u n n e l  
o f  m y s e l f , "  a n d  b o t h  h e r  n o v e l s  a r e  a b o u t  t h e  
i n t e r i o r  j o u r n e y i n g  s u g g e s t e d  b y  t h i s  r e c u r r i n g  
m e t a p h o r  ( 2 6 4 ) .  
T a n n e r ,  h o w e v e r ,  l o o k s  a t  t h i s  " j o u r n e y i n g , "  a s  d o e s  C a r y  N e l s o n ,  f r o m  a  
l o n g - s h o t  r a t h e r  t h a n  a  c l o s e - u p  p o i n t  o f  v i e w .  B o t h  c r i t i c s  . f o c u s  t h e i r  
c o n c e r n  o n  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  D i d d y ' s  j o u r n e y  d e e p e r  a n d  d e e p e r  i n t o  h i s  
o w n  h e a d .  T h e  p l o t  i s ,  f o r  T a n n e r ,  " n o m i n a l " ;  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  w o r d s  
a n d  t o u c h  w h i c h  I  e x a m i n e  a t  s o m e  l e n g t h  i s ,  f o r  h i m ,  s i m p l y  a  p a r t  o f  
D i d d y ' s  j o u r n e y ,  o n e  a s p e c t  o f  " t h e  l o n g  c r a w l  i n t o  t h e  t u n n e l  ( o r  s h e l l )  
o f  s e l f "  ( 2 6 6 ) .  T h e  p o i n t  w h i c h  f o r  h i m  i s  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  c a n  b e  s e e n  i n  
t h e  f o l l o w i n g  q u e s t i o n :  " W h a t  s h a l l  i t  p r o f i t  a  m a n  i f  h e  s h a l l  g a i n  h i s  
h e a d ,  a n d  l o s e  t h e  w h o l e  w o r l d ? "  ( 2 6 8 ) .  C a r y  N e l s o n  i s ,  o n  t h i s  p o i n t ,  i n  
a g r e e m e n t  w i t h  T a n n e r ,  t h o u g h  h e  r e l a t e s  D i d d y ' s  s u b m e r s i o n  i n  h i s  o w n  
h e a d  t o  d e a t h  w i t h  a  l i n e  f r o m  t h e  n o v e l  i t s e l f :  " D e a t h = b e i n g  c o m p l e t e l y  
i n s i d e  o n e ' s  o w n  h e a d "  ( 3 1 0 - 3 1 1 ) .  B o t h  c r i t i c s  f e e l  t h a t  D i d d y  r e n o u n c e s  
t h e  o b j e c t i v e  w o r l d  i n  f a v o r  o f  a  " w o r l d "  o f  h i s  o w n  m a k i n g ;  f o r  T a n n e r  
t h e  j o u r n e y  t o w a r d s  t h i s  s u b j e c t i v e  d e s t i n a t i o n  i s  b e g u n  b y  H i p p o l y t e .  
W h i l e  I  d o  n o t  r e j e c t  t h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  t h e s e  v i e w s ,  a  c e n t r a l  c o n c e r n  o f  m y  
r e a d i n g  o f  S o n t a g ' s  n o v e l s  i s  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r s  o f  t h e  p l o t  w h i c h  t h e y  v i e w  
a s  s e c o n d a r y .  
9  
B e n e f a c t o r  i s  a  n o v e l  w r i t t e n  i n  t h e  f a s h i o n  o f  a n  a u t o b i o g r a p h y ,  
y e t ,  a s  t h e  n a r r a t o r  p o i n t s  o u t ,  i t  i s  n o t  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l :  
Y o u  w i l l  o b s e r v e  t h a t  t h i s  e f f o r t  t o  d e s c r i b e  m y  
d r e a m s - - d a r e  I  c o n s i d e r  i t  a n  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  
n o v e l ? - - h a s  o m i t t e d  m y  l i f e ;  o r  p e r h a p s  i t  i s  t h e  
o t h e r  w a y  r o u n d  ( 2 6 6 ) .  
T h e  l i f e  o f  t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  H i p p o l y t e ,  i s  t h e  l i f e  o f  a  m a n  i n  h i s  
m i d - s i x t i e s ;  a  m a n  l i v i n g  a l o n e  w h o s e  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  ( h i s  d r e a m s ?  h i s  l i f e ?  
h i s  s e l f ? )  h a s  s u r r o u n d e d  a n d  o v e r t a k e n  h i m :  
I f  o n l y  I  c o u l d  e x p l a i n  t o  y o u  h o w  c h a n g e d  I  a m  
s i n c e  t h o s e  d a y s !  C h a n g e d  y e t  s t i l l  t h e  s a m e ,  b u t  
n o w  I  c a n  v i e w  m y  o l d  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  a  c a l m  
e y e  • • • •  N o w ,  i n s t e a d  o f  b e i n g  i n s i d e  m e ,  m y  
p r e o c c u p a t i o n  i s  a  h o u s e  i n  w h i c h  I  l i v e ;  i n  w h i c h  I  
l i v e ,  m o r e  o r  l e s s  c o m f o r t a b l y ,  r o a m i n g  f r o m  r o o m  t o  
r o o m .  S o m e  w i n t e r s  I  d o n ' t  t u r n  o n  t h e  h e a t .  T h e n  
I  s t a y  i n  o n e  r o o m ,  w a r m l y  w r a p p e d  i n  m y  l e a t h e r  
c o a t ,  s w e a t e r s ,  b o o t s ,  a n d  m u f f l e r ,  a n d  r e c a l l  t h o s e  
a g i t a t e d  d a y s  ( 1 ) .  
H a v i n g  p l a c e d  h i m s e l f  i n  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  t h e  p o i n t  i n  t i m e  f r o m  w h i c h  
t h i s  s t o r y  i s  n a r r a t e d ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  w a s t e s  n o  t i m e  i n f o r m i n g  t h e  r e a d e r  
o f  h i s  " u n r e m a r k a b l e "  o r i g i n s .  H i p p o l y t e  h a d  a  " s o m e w h a t  p r e m a t u r e  t a s t e  
f o r  s o l i t u d e " ;  h e  s u m s  u p  h i s  c h i l d h o o d  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  m a n n e r :  
I  d i d  w e l l  a t  s c h o o l ,  p l a y e d  w i t h  o t h e r  c h i l d r e n ,  
f l i r t e d  w i t h  y o u n g  g i r l s  a n d  b r o u g h t  t h e m  p r e s e n t s ,  
m a d e  l o v e  t o  t h e  m a i d ,  w r o t e  l i t t l e  s t o r i e s - - i n  
s h o r t  f i l l e d  m y  l i f e  w i t h  t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  n o r m a l  f o r  
m y  c l a s s  a n d  a g e  • • • •  I  m a n a g e d  t o  p a s s  a m o n g  
r e l a t i v e s  a s  a  s o m b e r  b u t  l i k e a b l e  c h i l d  ( 2 ) .  
H i p p o l y t e ' s  f i r s t  m a j o r  d i s c o v e r y ,  t h a t  h e  h a s  a s  l i t t l e  i n  c o m m o n  
w i t h  t h e  p e o p l e  h e  m e e t s  i n  t h e  c i t y  a s  t h o s e  h e  h a d  k n o w n  i n  h i s  r u r a l  
h o m e t o w n ,  c o m e s  w h e n  h e  g o e s  o f f  t o  u n i v e r s i t y .  ( H i p p o l y t e ,  l i k e  D a d d y ,  
h a s  m a d e  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  f r o m  s m a l l  t o w n  t o  b i g  c i t y  l i f e . )  T h e  n a r r a t o r  
i n f o r m s  u s  t h a t  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y  i s  l o c a t e d  i n  a  c i t y  t h a t  " c e r t a i n  w o r d s  
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a n d  t h e  n a m e s  o f  l o c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s "  w i l l  i d e n t i f y .  D u r i n g  H i p p o l y t e ' s  
u n i v e r s i t y  y e a r s ,  w h i c h  t a k e  p l a c e  b e t w e e n  t h e  t w o  w o r l d  w a r s ,  t h e  
d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  t h e  c i t y  a n d  m a j o r  c o n c e r n s  o f  t h e  i n t e l l i g e n t s i a ,  s u c h  a s  
t h e  a r t s ,  r e v o l u t i o n ,  s e x u a l  f r e e d o m ,  a n d  t h e  s e a r c h  f o r  n e w  v a l u e s ,  m a k e  
i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  s a y  w h e t h e r  t h e  a c t i o n  i s  t a k i n g  p l a c e  i n  P a r i s  o r  B e r l i n .  
L a t e r  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,  i t  i s  r e a s o n a b l y  c e r t a i n  t h e  s e t t i n g  i s  o c c u p i e d  
P a r i s  d u r i n g  t h e  S e c o n d  W o r l d  W a r .  
D u r i n g  h i s  s t u d e n t  d a y s ,  H i p p o l y t e ' s  r a v e n o u s  h u n g e r  f o r  k n o w l e d g e  i s  
o n l y  p a r t i a l l y  a p p e a s e d .  H e  s t u d i e s  f o r  t h r e e  y e a r s  b e f o r e  p u b l i s h i n g  h i s  
o n e  a n d  o n l y  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  a r t i c l e :  a n  a r t i c l e  o f  " i m p o r t a n t  i d e a s  o n  a  
t o p i c  o f  n o  g r e a t  i m p o r t a n c e "  ( 4 ' ) ;  t h i s  p u b l i c a t i o n  p r o v o k e d  c o n t r o v e r s y  
a n d  d i s c u s s i o n  i n  " t h e  g e n e r a l  l i t e r a r y  w o r l d . "  I t  w a s  t h r o u g h  t h i s  
s i n g l e  a r t i c l e  t h a t  H i p p o l y t e  " w a s  a d m i t t e d  t o  t h e  c i r c l e  o f  a  m i d d l e - a g e d  
c o u p l e ,  f o r e i g n  b o r n  a n d  n e w l y  r i c h ,  w h o  h a d  a n  e s t a t e  i n  t h e  s u b u r b s  a n d  
c o l l e c t e d  s t i m u l a t i n g  p e o p l e "  ( 4 ) .  H i p p o l y t e  i s  a c u t e l y  a w a r e  o f  a  n e e d  
t o  f i n d  h i m s e l f  p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y :  
I  k n e w  t h a t  e n t e r i n g  t h e  e s t a t e  o f  m a n h o o d  m e a n t  
p u r c h a s i n g  a  s e t  o f  m o r e  o r  l e s s  p e r m a n e n t  o p i n i o n s ,  
y e t  I  f o u n d  t h i s  m o r e  d i f f i c u l t  t h a n  o t h e r s  
a p p a r e n t l y  d i d  ( 5 ) .  
H i s  f a t h e r ,  a  w e a l t h y  b u s i n e s s m a n ,  i n f o r m s  h i m  t h a t  h i s  o l d e r  b r o t h e r  
h a s  f u l f i l l e d  t h e  f a t h e r ' s  d r e a m s  f o r  h i s  s o n ,  s o  H i p p o l y t e  c a n  d o  a s  h e  
p l e a s e s  w i t h  a  c o m f o r t a b l e  s p e n d i n g  a l l o w a n c e  a n d  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  b l e s s i n g s .  
H i p p o l y t e  t a k e s  a d v a n t a g e  o f  t h i s  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  s e l f - c o n t e m p l a t i o n .  H e  
i n f o r m s  t h e  r e a d e r  t h a t  h e  i s  a  s e c u l a r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  w h o s e  m e t h o d  o f  
r e a s o n i n g  i s  r e d u c t i o n i s t .  H i s  c o n c e r n  w i t h  " c e r t i t u d e "  b r i n g s  D e s c a r t e s  
t o  m i n d :  
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W h i l e  I  w a s  o c c u p i e d  w i t h  m y  i n i t i a l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  
i n t o  w h a t  I  v a g u e l y  t h o u g h t  o f  a s  " c e r t i t u d e , "  I  
f e l t  o b l i g e d  t o  r e c o n s i d e r  a l l  o p i n i o n s  w h i c h  w e r e  
p r e s e n t e d  m e  ( 9 ) .  
N o t e  t h a t  Hippolyte~s a c a d e m i c  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  t r a i n i n g  w o u l d  c e r t a i n l y  h a v e  
i n c l u d e d  t h e  s t u d y  o f  D e s c a r t e s  t h r o u g h  w h o m  w e  c a n  s e e  a  d e s i r e  f o r  
c e r t a i n t y  w e d d e d  t o  a  s k e p t i c i s m  w h i c h ,  f o r  s o m e ,  i s  e x t r e m e .  
H i p p o l y t e  t h e  n a r r a t o r  a d d r e s s e s ,  w h e n  s p e a k i n g  o f  t r u t h ,  t h e  
q u e s t i o n  o f  t h e  w o r d  a n d  i t s  p o w e r :  a  q u e s t i o n  w h i c h  p l a y s  a  c e n t r a l  r o l e  
i n  m y  r e a d i n g  o f  D e a t h  K i t :  
P e r h a p s  i t  w o u l d  b e  e a s i e r  f o r  p e o p l e  t o  c a r e  a b o u t  
t h e  t r u t h  i f  t h e y  u n d e r s t o o d  t h a t  t r u t h  o n l y  e x i s t s  
w h e n  t h e y  t e l l  i t  • • • •  T h e  t r u t h  i s  a l w a y s  s o m e t h i n g  
t h a t  i s  t o l d ,  n o t  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  i s  k n o w n .  I f  t h e r e  
w e r e  n o  s p e a k i n g  o r  w r i t i n g ,  t h e r e  w o u l d  b e  n o  t r u t h  
a b o u t  a n y t h i n g .  T h e r e  w o u l d  o n l y  b e  w h a t  i s  ( 1 1 ) .  
H i p p o l y t e  t e l l s  t h e  r e a d e r  h e  h a s  n o  t r o u b l e  r e p o r t i n g  e v e n t s  a s  t h e y  
o c c u r r e d ;  i t  i s  t h e  r h e t o r i c a l  a s p e c t  o f  p u t t i n g  w o r d s  t o  p a p e r  t h a t  g i v e s  
h i m  p a i n ,  m a k e s  h i m  c a u t i o u s :  " t h e  t r u t h  i n  t h e  m o r e  p r e t e n t i o u s  s e n s e ,  
t r u t h  i n  t h e  s e n s e  o f  i n s i s t i n g ,  r o u s i n g ,  c o n v i n c i n g ,  c h a n g i n g  a n o t h e r "  
( 1 1 ) .  I t  i s ,  t h e n ,  t h e  r h e t o r i c  o f  t r u t h  w h i c h  i s  m o s t  p r o b l e m a t i c  f o r  
H i p p o l y t e .  H e  d r a w s  a  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  l e s s o n s  o f  h i s  l i f e  " s u i t e d  
o n l y  f o r  m e ,  t o  b e  f o l l o w e d  o n l y  b y  m e , "  a n d  t h e  t r u t h  o f  h i s  l i f e :  " o n l y  
f o r  s o m e o n e  e l s e . "  T h e  t r u t h ,  t h e n ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  H i p p o l y t e ,  o f  t h e  
writer~s w o r k  i s  n o t  f o r  t h e  w r i t e r  b u t  t h e  r e a d e r .  T h e  t r u t h ,  a s  w e l l  a s  
t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  m a n i p u l a t i o n ,  i n h e r e n t  i n  t h i s  i d e a  c a u s e s  m e  t o  
r e c o n s i d e r  t h e  e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  w o r k s  s u c h  a s  S a r t r e ' s  
N a u s e a ,  J o h n  Berger~s A  P a i n t e r  o f  O u r  T i m e ,  R a i n e r  M a r i a  R i l k e ' s  T h e  
N o t e b o o k s  o f  M a l t e  L a u r i d s  B r i g g e .  
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P a r t  o f  Hippolyte~s c a u t i o n  t o w a r d s  t h e  r h e t o r i c  o f  t r u t h  i s  b o r n  o f  
h i s  f e e l i n g  t h a t  t h e  w r i t e r  " m u s t  a l l o w  t h e  r e a d e r  h i s  l i b e r t y ,  h i s  
l i b e r t y  t o  c o n t r a d i c t  w h a t  i s  w r i t t e n ,  h i s  l i b e r t y  t o  b e  d i s t r a c t e d  b y  
a l t e r n a t i v e s "  (  1 2 ) .  T h i s  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d s  t h e  r e a d e r  e c h o e s  w h a t  S a r t r e ,  
q u o t i n g  J e a n  G e n e t ,  c a l l s  " t h e  author~s p o l i t e n e s s  t o w a r d s  t h e  r e a d e r " :  
T h e  w r i t e r  s h o u l d  n o t  s e e k  t o  o v e r w h e l m ;  o t h e r w i s e  
h e  i s  i n  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  w i t h  h i m s e l f ;  i f  h e  w i s h e s  t o  
m a k e  d e m a n d s  h e  m u s t  p r o p o s e  o n l y  t h e  t a s k  t o  b e  
f u l f i l l e d .  H e n c e ,  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  p u r e  
p r e s e n t a t i o n  w h i c h  a p p e a r s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h e  w o r k  o f  
a r t .  T h e  r e a d e r  m u s t  b e  a b l e  t o  m a k e  a  c e r t a i n  
a e s t h e t i c  w i t h d r a w a l  ( C r i t i c i s m ,  5 3 6 ) .  
I  d i s a g r e e  w i t h  Sartre~s a s s e s s m e n t  o f  t h e  writer~s a i m s  a n d  t h e  
reader~s n e e d s  t h a t  i s  s e t  f o r t h  i n  t h i s  p a s s a g e ,  b u t  I  w i s h ,  n o n e t h e l e s s ,  
t o  f o c u s  o n  i t s  o p e n i n g  t w o  c l a u s e s .  I t  s e e m s  t o  m e  t h a t  t h e y  p r o v i d e  a  
b a s i s  f o r  c o n t r a s t i n g  t h e  n a r r a t o r  o f  K i t  w i t h  t h e  n a r r a t o r  o f  B e n e f a c t o r .  
I t  i s  m y  c o n t e n t i o n  t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t o r  i n  t h e  1 9 6 3  n o v e l  d o e s  n o t  a t t e m p t  
t o  " o v e r w h e l m "  t h e  r e a d e r  a n d  i s  n o t  " i n  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  w i t h  h i m s e l f "  w h i l e  
t h e  n a r r a t o r  o f  t h e  1 9 6 7  n o v e l  c a n n o t  h e l p  b u t  " o v e r w h e l m "  t h e  r e a d e r  
b e c a u s e  " h e , "  t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  i s  " o v e r w h e l m e d "  a n d ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  i n  
" c o n t r a d i c t i o n "  w i t h  h i m s e l f  a t  t h e  d e e p e s t  l e v e l .  
L o o k i n g  a t  t h e  B e n e f a c t o r  w e  n o t e  t h a t  i t  i s  w r i t t e n  i n  t h e  f i r s t  
p e r s o n ;  t h i s  f i r s t - p e r s o n  v o i c e  c a u s e s  a  l i n e  f r o m  C a r y  Nelson~s s h o r t  
d i s c u s s i o n  o f  K i t  i n  T h e  I n c a r n a t e  W o r d  t o  s u r f a c e :  " S u s a n  S o n t a g  o n c e  
r e m a r k e d  t h a t  s h e  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  h e r  n e e d  t o  w r i t e  i n  t h e  t h i r d  
p e r s o n "  ( 1 8 ) .  I t  i s  m y  c o n t e n t i o n  t h a t  D e a t h  K i t  i s  n o t ,  i n  a n y  c o m p l e t e  
s e n s e ,  a  n a r r a t i v e  w h i c h  c a n  b e  l a b e l e d  f i r s t ,  s e c o n d ,  o r  t h i r d  p e r s o n .  
W h i l e  B e n e f a c t o r  p r e t e n d s  t o  b e  a  f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t i v e ,  i t  i s  i n  f a c t  a  
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t h i r d - p e r s o n  n a r r a t i v e .  I f  w e  l o o k  a t  B e n e f a c t o r ' s  f i r s t - p e r s o n  p e r s o n a  
w i t h  a  c e r t a i n  l i t e r a r y  s e n s i b i l i t y ,  w e  c a n  s e e  t h a t  t h e  " I "  o f  t h i s  n o v e l  
i s  a s  f o r e i g n  t o  S o n t a g ' s  t r u e  s e l f ,  a t  l e a s t  w i t h  r e g a r d  t o  e v e n t s  t h a t  
t a k e  p l a c e ,  a s  t h e  w o r d  " I "  w a s  s a i d  b y  R i m b a u d  t o  b e  f o r e i g n  t o  h i s  t r u e  
s e l f .  T h e  t r u t h  o f  w h a t  h a p p e n s  i n  t h e  n o v e l  i s ,  i n  a  v a r i e t y  o f  w a y s ,  
r e m i n i s c e n t  o f  t h e  l i f e - m y t h  a n d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c o n c e r n s  o f  W i l l i a m  S .  
B u r r o u g h s .  F o r  o n e  w h o  k n o w s  a b o u t  t h e  c i r c l e  o f  y o u n g ,  b r i l l i a n t  
s t u d e n t s  w h o  g a t h e r e d  a r o u n d  B u r r o u g h s  i n  t h e  1 9 4 0 s ,  t h e  f i c t i o n a l  s e t t i n g  
o f  H i p p o l y t e ' s  u n i v e r s i t y  d a y s  q u i t e  e a s i l y  b e c o m e s  N e w  Y o r k  C i t y  n e a r  
C o l u m b i a  U n i v e r s i t y ,  w h e r e  S o n t a g  t a u g h t  w h i l e  w r i t i n g  T h e  B e n e f a c t o r .  
W h e t h e r  S o n t a g  w a s ,  a t  t h e  t i m e ,  a w a r e  o f  t h e  B u r r o u g h s  a s  
m e n t o r / B u r r o u g h s  a s  j u n k i e  l i f e - m y t h  I  d o  n o t  k n o w ,  b u t  s h e  w a s ,  w e  k n o w ,  
f a m i l i a r  w i t h  h i s  w o r k .  S h e  d e a l s  w i t h  t h a t  w o r k  i n  a n  e s s a y ,  " T h e  
A e s t h e t i c s  o f  S i l e n c e , "  t h a t  c a m e  o u t  t h e  s a m e  y e a r  a s  D e a t h  K i t - - 1 9 6 7 .  
L e t  u s  p u r s u e  t h e  B u r r o u g h s  c o n n e c t i o n  b y  a t t e n d i n g  t o  T h e  
B e n e f a c t o r ;  J e a n - J a c q u e s  i s  a  w r i t e r  a n d  m e m b e r  o f  t h e  a f o r e m e n t i o n e d  
c i r c l e  o f  " s t i m u l a t i n g  p e o p l e "  p r e s i d e d  o v e r  b y  F r a u  A n d e r s .  T h e  
c h a r a c t e r  o f  J e a n - J a c q u e s  p u l l s  i n  e l e m e n t s  o f  G e n e t  a n d  C a m u s  a s  w e l l  a s  
B u r r o u g h s .  J e a n - J a c q u e s  w h o ,  l i k e  B u r r o u g h s ,  i s  h o m o s e x u a l ,  i n t r o d u c e s  
H i p p o l y t e  t o  G e n e t ' s  s t r e e t  w o r l d  o f  t h i e v e s  a n d  m a l e  w h o r e s .  L i k e  C a m u s ,  
J e a n - J a c q u e s  h a d  o n c e  b e e n  a  b o x e r .  H i p p o l y t e ' s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  s t r e e t  
l i f e  p a r a l l e l s  B u r r o u g h s '  i n t r o d u c t i o n ,  b y  H e r b e r t  H u n e k e ,  t o  a  s i m i l a r ,  
N Y C  b a s e d  w o r l d .  B u t ,  t h e  B u r r o u g h s - H u n c k e  c o n n e c t i o n  a l s o  b r o u g h t  
B u r r o u g h s  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  m o r p h i n e .  I t  b e g a n  B u r r o u g h s '  s i x t e e n - y e a r  
s u b m e r s i o n  i n  m o r p h i n e .  A t  t h e  t i m e  o f  h i s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  H u n e k e  a n d  
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
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m o r p h i n e ,  B u r r o u g h s  w a s  m a r r i e d .  A  f e w  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  i n  1 9 5 1 ,  w h i l e  J o a n  
a n d  W i l l i a m  B u r r o u g h s  a n d  H e r b e r t  H u n e k e  w e r e  l i v i n g  t o g e t h e r ,  B u r r o u g h s  
a c c i d e n t a l l y  s h o t  a n d  k i l l e d  h i s  w i f e .  B u r r o u g h s  s u b s e q u e n t l y  t o o k  a n  
e x t e n d e d  j o u r n e y  i n t o  s o l i t u d e  a n d  i s o l a t i o n  f r o m  e v e r y o n e  a n d  e v e r y t h i n g  
b u t  m o r p h i n e .  I t  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a  m u r d e r  ( r e a l  o r  i m a g i n e d )  w h i c h  l i e s  a t  
t h e  h e a r t  o f  D e a t h  K i t ;  i t  i s ,  l i k e w i s e ,  a  m u r d e r  t h a t  i n v o l v e s  a  
t h r e e s o m e :  D i d d y ,  H e s t e r ,  a n d  I n c a r d o n a .  I  p r e s e n t  t h i s  i n f o r m a t i o n  n o t  
b e c a u s e  I  i n t e n d  t o  r e a d  Sontag~s n o v e l s  a s  b e i n g  d i r e c t l y  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  
t h e  l i f e - m y t h  o f  W i l l i a m  s .  B u r r o u g h s .  I  p r e s e n t  t h i s  i n f o r m a t i o n  b e c a u s e  
I  h a v e  b e e n ,  f o r  t h e  p a s t  f i f t e e n  o r  s o  · y e a r s ,  a n  a v i d  B u r r o u g h s  f a n .  
I~ve r e a d  e a c h  n e w  n o v e l  a s  s o o n  a s  i t  a p p e a r e d  i n  p a p e r b a c k  a n d  r e r e a d  
N a k e d  L u n c h  a n d  T h e  S o f t  M a c h i n e  s e v e r a l  t i m e s .  I  a m  a l s o  a w a r e  t h a t  
S o n t a g  a n d  B u r r o u g h s  h a v e  b e e n  f r i e n d s  s i n c e  a t  l e a s t  t h e  m i d - 1 9 7 0 s .  M y  
i n t e r e s t  i n  a n d  r e a d i n g  o f  B u r r o u g h s  m a k e  m e ,  a s  a  r e a d e r ,  m o r e  a c u t e l y  
a w a r e  o f  t h e  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  p a r t i c u l a r s  m e n t i o n e d  a b o v e  a n d  t h e  t h e m a t i c  
b o n d  b e t w e e n  h i s  w o r k  a n d  Sontag~s. T h e y  a r e  b o t h  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  
c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  k n o w l e d g e  a n d  i t s  l i m i t s ,  a n d  h e a l i n g ;  b o t h  w r i t e r s  r a t h e r  
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d l y  s e e k  c u r e s  i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  N i e t z s c h e ,  A r t a u d ,  a n d  
t h e  l a t e r  w r i t i n g s  o f  H e i d e g g e r .  
*  *  *  
L e t  m e  m a k e  u s e  o f  a  p a s s a g e  f r o m  T h e  B e n e f a c t o r  a s  t h e  s t a r t i n g  
p o i n t  f o r  a  d i s c u s s i o n  t h a t  w i l l  r a d i a t e  o u t w a r d ,  l i k e  t h e  c i r c l e s  c r e a t e d  
b y  a  p e b b l e  t h r o w n  i n t o  a  p o n d .  T h e  p a s s a g e  i s  a  v e r b a l  e x c h a n g e  b e t w e e n  
J e a n - J a c q u e s  a n d  H i p p o l y t e :  
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" O n e  s h o u l d  a l w a y s  b e  s u b m e r g e d .  B u t  n e v e r  i n  o n e  
t h i n g . "  H e  p a u s e d .  " N o w  d o e s n ' t  t h a t  s o u n d  l i k e  a  
r u l e ? "  I  a c k n o w l e d g e d  t h a t  i t  d i d .  
" B u t  i t  i s n ' t ,  i t  n e e d n ' t  b e .  I m a g i n e  t h a t  
s u b m e r g e n c e  i s  n o t  a  r u l e  o r  a  v o w  o n  w h i c h  y o u  a c t ,  
m a k i n g  y o u  d i v e r s i f y  y o u r  t a s t e s  a n d  a f f e c t i o n s ,  b u t  
s o m e t h i n g  y o u  d i s c o v e r  e a c h  d a y  a b o u t  y o u r s e l f .  
E a c h  d a y  y o u - - r a t h e r ,  ! - - d i s c o v e r  t h a t  I  a m  
e n g r o s s e d ,  s u b m e r g e d ,  i n  s o m e t h i n g  o r  s o m e o n e "  ( 6 6 ) .  
B o t h  D i d d y  a n d  H i p p o l y t e  b e c o m e  s u b m e r g e d  i n  o n e  t h i n g .  H i p p o l y t e  
s u b m e r g e s  h i m s e l f  i n  h i s  " p r e o c c u p a t i o n , "  i n  s o l i t u d e ;  I  r e a d  t h i s  a s  a  
s u b m e r s i o n  i n  t h e  s e l f .  D i d d y  i s ,  l i k e w i s e ,  s u b m e r g e d  i n  h i m s e l f ,  b u t  h i s  
s u b m e r s i o n  i s  t h a t  o f  d r o w n i n g  w h i l e  H i p p o l y t e ' s  i s  t h a t  o f  d i v i n g  s o  a s  
t o  e x p l o r e .  H i p p o l y t e  n e v e r  l o s e s  s i g h t  o f  o t h e r s ;  i t  i s  t h i s  f a c t  w h i c h  
m a k e s  B e n e f a c t o r  " a  h u m a n - a l l - t o o - h u m a n "  q u e s t  f o r  s e l f - u n d e r s t a n d i n g  a n d  
c u r e .  W h i l e  D e a t h  K i t  i s  e q u a l l y  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  s p i r i t u a l - e m o t i o n a l  
h e a l i n g ,  D i d d y  t h e  n a r r a t o r  i s  t o o  " s u b m e r g e d "  w i t h i n  h i m s e l f  t o  b e  t r u l y  
c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  o t h e r s .  
L e t  u s  f o l l o w  t h e  p a t h  o f  s u b m e r s i o n  i n t o  w h a t  I  t h i n k  c a n  b e  c a l l e d  
t h e  h e a r t  o f  T h e  B e n e f a c t o r .  T h e  t h e m e  s u r f a c e s  n e x t  i n  a n  e x c h a n g e  
b e t w e e n  H i p p o l y t e  a n d  F r a u  A n d e r s ;  t h e  f i r s t  l i n e  o f  t h e  d i a l o g u e  i s  h e r s :  
" O h ,  y e s .  I  f o r g i v e  a n y t h i n g  t h a t  i s  
b e a u t i f u l . "  
" I  d o n ' t  s e e  w h y  w e  s h o u l d  p r a i s e  b e a u t y , "  I  
r e p l i e d  t h o u g h t f u l l y .  " W e  s h o u l d  a l l o w  o u r s e l v e s  t o  
f i n d  b e a u t i f u l  a n y t h i n g  w h i c h  h o l d s  o u r  c o m p l e t e  
a t t e n t i o n - - t h o s e  t h i n g s ,  a n d  o n l y  t h o s e  t h i n g s ,  n o  
m a t t e r  h o w  d i s f i g u r e d  a n d  t e r r i f y i n g . "  
" I n  s h o r t , "  s h e  s a i d  q u i z z i c a l l y ,  " t h e  o n l y  
t h i n g  y o u  a d m i r e  i s  w h a t  p r e o c c u p i e s  y o u . "  
" I  a d m i r e  t h e  p r e o c c u p y i n g .  I  r e s p e c t  t h e  
p r e o c c u p i e d . "  
" N o t h i n g  e l s e !  W h e r e  i s  l o v e ?  F e a r ?  
R e m o r s e ? "  
" N o t h i n g  e l s e "  (  1 1 4 ) .  
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I f  w e  l o o k  a t  t h i s  q u o t e  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  e x c h a n g e  b e t w e e n  
J e a n - J a c q u e s  a n d  H i p p o l y t e ,  w e  s e e  H i p p o l y t e  r e v o l t i n g  a g a i n s t  h i s  m a l e  
m e n t o r ;  h e  s h o w s  h i m s e l f  t o  b e  a  " m a n "  b y  t h e  r u l e s  f o r  a t t a i n i n g  m a n h o o d  
a s  h e  h i m s e l f  u n d e r s t a n d s  t h e m .  T h e  o p i n i o n  h e  s e t s  b e f o r e  h i s  f e m a l e  
m e n t o r  s o u n d s  " p e r m a n e n t "  e n o u g h  t o  b e  i n c l u d e d  i n  t h a t  a f o r e m e n t i o n e d  
" s e t  o f  • • •  o p i n i o n s "  r e q u i r e d  f o r  " m a n h o o d . "  I t  i s  n o t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  
i m a g i n e  H i p p o l y t e  s t a n d i n g  s t r a i g h t ,  l o o k i n g  o u t  t h e  w i n d o w ,  o f f  i n t o  
s p a c e  a s  h e  d e l i v e r s  t h e s e  l i n e s ,  w a n t i n g  a n d  n e e d i n g  t o  i m p r e s s  F r a u  
A n d e r s .  I f  J e a n - J a c q u e s  a n d  F r a u  A n d e r s  a r e  n o t  o n l y  h i s  m a l e  a n d  f e m a l e  
m e n t o r s  r e s p e c t i v e l y  b u t  a r e  a l s o  h i s  s p i r i t u a l - p s y c h i c  f a t h e r  a n d  m o t h e r ,  
t h e n  H i p p o l y t e ' s  s e x u a l  e n c o u n t e r s  w i t h  t h e s e  t w o  c h a r a c t e r s  b r i n g  i n c e s t  
i n t o  t h e  p i c t u r e  o n  t h a t  s p i r i t u a l - p s y c h i c  l e v e l  t h a t  b o t h  o f  S o n t a g ' s  
n o v e l s  a r e  s o  f o n d  o f .  A n  i n c e s t u o u s  c o m p o n e n t  f i t s  n i c e l y  w i t h i n  
H i p p o l y t e ' s  a m o r a l  v i e w  o f  t h e  w o r l d .  H i p p o l y t e ' s  w o r l d  i s  a  w o r l d  w h e r e  
a l l  i s  p e r m i t t e d ,  a  w o r l d  b e y o n d  g o o d  a n d  e v i l .  T h e  questio~ o f  w h a t  
p r e o c c u p i e s  o n e  t a k e s  a  b a c k s e a t  t o  t h e  f e e l i n g ,  t h e  s e n s a t i o n  o f  b e i n g  
p r e o c c u p i e d .  I t  d o e s n ' t  m a t t e r  w h a t  o n e  i s  " p r e o c c u p i e d "  w i t h  o r  
" s u b m e r g e d "  i n  s o  l o n g  a s  o n e  i s  " s u b m e r g e d . "  T h e  a b s o l u t e n e s s  o f  
H i p p o l y t e ' s  w o r d s  r e m i n d s  t h e  r e a d e r  t h a t  w e  a r e  r e a d i n g  t h e  m e m o i r s  o f  
H i p p o l y t e  t h e  o l d  m a n  w h o s e  f i r s t  s e n t e n c e  ( " I f  o n l y  I  c o u l d  e x p l a i n  t o  
y o u  h o w  c h a n g e d  I  a m  s i n c e  t h o s e  d a y s ! " )  m a k e s  t h i s  a b s o l u t e n e s s  o f  t h e  
y o u n g  H i p p o l y t e  s e e m  l a u g h a b l e ,  a b s u r d ,  y e t ,  a t  l e a s t  f o r  t h i s  r e a d e r ,  
q u i t e  h u m a n  •  
T h e  n e x t  s t o p  o n  t h e  p a t h  o f  s u b m e r s i o n  d r a w s  n o t  o n  d i a l o g u e  b u t  o n  
t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  t h o u g h t s  a b o u t  h i s  d r e a m s :  
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S o  i t  o c c u r r e d  t o  m e  t h a t  i n  o r d e r  t o  e x t r a c t  t h e  
m o s t  f r o m  m y  d r e a m s ,  i t  w a s  b e t t e r  n e v e r  t o  h a v e  
l e a r n e d  t o  i n t e r p r e t  t h e m .  I  w a n t e d  t o  e n a c t  m y  
d r e a m s ,  n o t  s i m p l y  o b s e r v e  t h e m .  A n d  t h a t  w a s  w h a t  
I  h a d  d o n e .  
A  t o t a l  a t t e n t i o n  w a s  a l l  t h a t  w a s  r e q u i r e d .  
I n  a  s t a t e  o f  t o t a l  a t t e n t i o n ,  t h e r e  a r e  n o  d a r k  
c o r n e r s ,  n o  s e n s a t i o n s  o r  s h a p e s  t h a t  r e p e l ,  n o t h i n g  
t h a t  s e e m s  s o i l e d .  I n  a  s t a t e  o f  t o t a l  a t t e n t i o n ,  
t h e r e  i s  n o  p l a c e  f o r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o r  
s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n  o r  p r o p a g a n d a  o n  b e h a l f  o f  t h e  
s e l f  a n d  i t s  r e v o l u t i o n s .  I n  a  s t a t e  o f  t o t a l  
a t t e n t i o n ,  t h e r e  i s  n o  n e e d  t o  c o n v i n c e  a n y o n e  o f  
a n y t h i n g .  T h e r e  i s  n o  n e e d  t o  s h a r e ,  t o  p e r s u a d e ,  
o r  t o  c l a i m .  I n  a  s t a t e  o f  t o t a l  a t t e n t i o n ,  t h e r e  
i s  s i l e n c e .  A n d  s o m e t i m e s ,  m u r d e r  ( 1 4 5 ) .  
F o r  a n y o n e  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  D e a t h  K i t ,  t h i s  p a s s a g e  c e r t a i n l y  s e t s  o f f  
b u z z e r s .  F o r  a n y o n e  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  K i t  k n . o w s  t h a t  w h i l e  " a  s t a t e  o f  t o t a l  
a t t e n t i o n "  c a n  b r i n g  f o r t h  b o t h  " s i l e n c e "  a n d  " m u r d e r , "  i t  d o e s  n o t  r e m o v e  
a l l  t h e  " d a r k  c o r n e r s "  o r  " s e n s a t i o n s "  o r  " s h a p e s  t h a t  r e p e l . "  D i d d y ,  a s  
a b s o r b e d  a s  h e  i s  b y  t h e  t i m e  o f  h i s  s e c o n d  e n c o u n t e r  w i t h  " I n c a r d o n a , "  i s  
n e v e r  a b l e  t o  s h e d  h i s  " n e e d  t o  c o n v i n c e "  H e s t e r .  H i p p o l y t e ' s  d r e a m s  h a v e  
n o  s m a l l  b e a r i n g  o n  D i d d y ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  H e s t e r  a n d  I n c a r d o n a ;  t h i s  
b e i n g  t h e  c a s e ,  l e t  u s  l o o k  n o w  a t  H i p p o l y t e ' s  f i r s t  d r e a m .  I n  l o o k i n g  a t  
t h i s  d r e a m ,  a n d  l a t e r  o n e s ,  w e  f i n d  t h a t  t h e  t h e m e  o f  s u b m e r s i o n  i s  a l w a y s  
n e a r  a t  h a n d .  
T h e  s e c o n d  c h a p t e r  o f  B e n e f a c t o r  i n t r o d u c e s  H i p p o l y t e ' s  d r e a m s ;  h e  
a t t e m p t s  t o  u s e  t h e s e  d r e a m s  a s  v e h i c l e s  f o r  g r e a t e r  s e l f - u n d e r s t a n d i n g  
a n d  h e a l i n g .  I f  p h i l o s o p h y  l e f t  h i m  o b s e s s e d  w i t h  r a t i o n a l  a n a l y s i s  a n d  
c o n s c i o u s  t h o u g h t ,  h i s  d r e a m s  p r o p e l l e d  h i m  i n  t h e  o p p o s i t e  d i r e c t i o n ;  h i s  
f i r s t  d r e a m  s e t s  t h e  s t a g e  f o r  m u c h  t h a t  i s  t o  c o m e  i n  b o t h  B e n e f a c t o r  a n d  
K i t :  
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I  d r e a m e d  t h a t  I  w a s  i n  a  n a r r o w  r o o m  w h i c h  h a d  n o  
w i n d o w s ,  o n l y  a  s m a l l  d o o r  a b o u t  t h i r t y  c e n t i m e t e r s  
h i g h .  I  w a n t e d  t o  l e a v e  a n d  b e n t  d o w n .  W h e n  I  s a w  
t h a t  I  c o u l d  n o t  s q u e e z e  t h r o u g h  t h e  d o o r ,  I  w a s  
a s h a m e d  t h a t  s o m e o n e  m i g h t  s e e  m e  c o n d u c t i n g  s u c h  a n  
i n v e s t i g a t i o n  i n t o  t h e  o b v i o u s .  T h e r e  w e r e  s e v e r a l  
c h a i n s  h a n g i n g  f r o m  t h e  w a l l ,  e a c h  o f  w h i c h  
t e r m i n a t e d  i n  a  l a r g e  m e t a l  b a n d .  I  t r i e d  t o  f a s t e n  
o n e  o f  t h e  c h a i n s  f i r s t  t o  s o m e  p a r t  o f  m y  b o d y ,  b u t  
t h e  b a n d  w a s  t o o  b i g  f o r  e i t h e r  m y  h a n d  o r  m y  f o o t  
a n d  t o o  s m a l l  f o r  m y  h e a d .  I  w a s  i n  s o m e  p r i s o n ,  
a l t h o u g h  a p a r t  f r o m  t h e  c h a i n s  t h e  r o o m  d i d  n o t  h a v e  
t h e  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  a  c e l l  ( 1 3 - 1 4 ) .  
N o t e  t h a t  t h e  " b a n d s "  d o n ' t  f i t ,  b u t  h e  w a s t e s  n o  t i m e  t r y i n g  t h e m  o n .  
T h e r e  i s  a  t r a p  d o o r  i n  t h e  c e i l i n g  t h r o u g h  w h i c h  a  l a r g e  m a n  " i n  a  
o n e  p i e c e  b a t h i n g  s u i t  o f  b l a c k  w o o l "  e n t e r s  ( 1 4 ) .  T h e  m a n  h a s  a  l i m p  b u t  
i s  q u i t e  a g i l e  o t h e r w i s e .  T h e  m a n  o r d e r s  H i p p o l y t e  t o  d a n c e .  H i p p o l y t e  
r e f u s e s ,  a s k i n g  w h y  h e  s h o u l d  d a n c e .  T h e  m a n  r e p l i e s ,  " B e c a u s e  i n  t h i s  
r o o m  h e  d a n c e s "  t o  w h i c h  H i p p o l y t e  r e s p o n d s ,  " B u t  I  a m  n o t  h e  • • • •  I  a m  
H i p p o l y t e ,  a  s t u d e n t  a t  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y ,  b u t  I  d o  n o t  d a n c e "  ( 1 4 ) .  T h e  m a n  
m a k e s  a  " t h r e a t e n i n g  g e s t u r e , "  a n d  H i p p o l y t e  w o n d e r s  w h y  h e  w a n t s  t o  w a t c h  
a  " c l u m s y  m a n  d a n c e . "  T h e  m a n ,  w h o  i s  c a r r y i n g  a  f l u t e ,  u s e s  t h e  
i n s t r u m e n t  a s  a  w e a p o n  t o  s t r i k e  H i p p o l y t e  o n  t h e  c a l f  o f  t h e  l e g .  D o e s  
H i p p o l y t e  w a n t  t o  l e a v e  t h e  r o o m ,  a s k s  t h e  m a n .  T h e  r e p l y :  " C a n ' t  h e  
l e a v e ,  i f  h e  d o e s n ' t  d a n c e ? "  ( 1 5 ) .  T h e  m a n  h i t s  t h e  n a r r a t o r  i n  t h e  m o u t h  
w i t h  h i s  f l u t e .  T h e  n a r r a t o r ,  w i t h  h i s  e y e s  c l o s e d  a n d  h i s  m o u t h  f u l l  o f  
b l o o d ,  p r o s t r a t e s  h i m s e l f  b e f o r e  t h e  m a n ,  e x p e c t i n g  t h e  w o r s t .  H e  o p e n s  
h i s  e y e s  t o  s e e  a  w o m a n  " d r e s s e d  i n  s o m e t h i n g  l o n g  a n d  w h i t e ,  l i k e  a  
c o m m u n i o n  d r e s s  o r  a  w e d d i n g  g o w n "  ( 1 5 ) .  O r ,  m a y b e  a  h o s p i t a l  g o w n ?  
I  c o u l d  n o t  k e e p  f r o m  s t a r i n g  a t  h e r ,  b u t  I  k n e w  m y  
g a z e  w a s  d i s c o n t i n u o u s ,  b r o k e n ,  c o m p o s e d  o f  h u n d r e d s  
o f  f r o z e n  g a z e s ,  w i t h  a  t i n y  i n t e r v a l  b e t w e e n  e a c h  
a s  l o n g  a s  t h e  g a z e  i t s e l f .  W h a t  i n t e r r u p t e d  m y  
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g a z e - - t h e  b l a c k  i n t e r v a l s  b e t w e e n  t h e  f r a m e s ,  a s  i t  
w e r e - - w a s  t h e  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  o f  s o m e t h i n g  l o o s e  i n  m y  
m o u t h ,  a n d  o f  a  p a i n f u l  s w e l l i n g  o f  m y  f a c e ,  w h i c h  I  
f e a r e d  t o  k n o w  m o r e  a b o u t ,  a s  o n e  f e a r s  t o  l o o k  a t  
o n e s e l f  b e c a u s e  o n e  d o e s n ' t  w a n t  t o  d i s c o v e r  o n e  i s  
n a k e d  ( 1 5 ) .  
I  w i s h  t o  m a k e  t w o  p o i n t s  a b o u t  t h i s  p a s s a g e ,  b o t h  o f  w h i c h  r e l a t e  
d i r e c t l y  t o  D e a t h  K i t :  ( 1 )  N o t e  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  h i s  g a z e ,  h i s  v i s i o n ,  
i n  t h i s  s t a r e  h e  c a n n o t  c o n t r o l .  I t  b r i n g s  t o  m i n d  f i l m  ( e s p e c i a l l y  
" b e t w e e n  t h e  f r a m e s  a s  i t  w e r e " )  a n d  t h e  v i s i o n  o f  a  h o u s e f l y .  W e  s e e ,  i n  
K i t ,  i n  a n  o t h e r w i s e  r e a l i s t i c  s c e n e  w i t h  M y r a  I n c a r d o n a ,  D i d d y ' s  v i s i o n  
g o  h a y w i r e  i n  a  m a n n e r  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h i s  y e t ,  e q u a l l y  a s  r e m o v e d  f r o m  
n o r m a l  v i s i o n  a s  t h i s .  ( 2 )  T h e  c l o s e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  h i s  v i s i o n  w h e n  
s t a r i n g  a t  t h e  w o m a n  a n d  t h e  d i s t r a c t i n g  p a i n  c a u s e d  b y  t h e  f l u t e  w i e l d i n g  
m a n  b r i n g  H e s t e r  a n d  I n c a r d o n a  t o  m i n d .  H e s t e r  i s  b l i n d ,  a n d  D i d d y ' s  
m e t a p h o r i c a l  " v i s i o n , "  t h o u g h  i t  i s  n o  f a u l t  o f  H e s t e r ' s ,  i s ,  d u r i n g  t h e  
p e r i o d  o f  h i s  s u b m e r s i o n  i n  H e s t e r ,  p r o f o u n d l y  d i s c o n t i n u o u s .  I t  i s ,  o f  
c o u r s e ,  t h e  m e m o r y  o f  I n c a r d o n a ,  l i k e  t h e  p a i n  a n d  s w e l l i n g  i n f l i c t e d  b y  
t h e  m a n  i n  t h e  d r e a m ,  t h a t  i n t e r r u p t s  D i d d y ' s  a b s o r p t i o n  i n  H e s t e r .  T h e  
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  d r e a m  a n d  r e a l i t y  b e i n g  e a s i l y  c o n f u s e d  s e e m s  t o  a d d  t o  t h e  
r e l e v a n c e  o f  t h i s  d r e a m ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  D e a t h  K i t :  
B y  m i d - a f t e r n o o n ,  I  s u s p e c t e d  t h a t  t h e  d r e a m  h a d ,  s o  
t o  s p e a k ,  i n t e r p r e t e d  i t s e l f .  O r  e v e n ,  t h a t  t h i s  
m o r n i n g  o f  m e n t a l  s l u g g i s h n e s s  w a s  t h e  r e a l  d r e a m ,  
o f  w h i c h  t h e  s c e n e s  i n  t h e  t w o  r o o m s  w e r e  t h e  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  ( 1 7 ) .  
T h e  w o m a n  t e l l s  H i p p o l y t e  t h e  c h a i n s  a r e  f o r  h i m ,  a n d  h e  " h a s t i l y "  
t a k e s  o f f  h i s  s h o e s ;  t h e  c h a i n s  f i t  n o w ,  a n d  s h e  c h a i n s  h i m  u p .  
" W h y  d o  y o u  l i k e  m e ? "  s h e  a s k e d .  S h e  w a s  s i t t i n g  
o p p o s i t e  m e  i n  a n o t h e r  c h a i r .  I  e x p l a i n e d  t o  h e r  
t h a t  i t  w a s  b e c a u s e  s h e - d i d n ' t  m a k e  m e  d o  a n y t h i n g  
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t h a t  I  d i d n ' t  w a n t  t o  d o .  B u t  a s  I  s a i d  t h i s ,  I  
w o n d e r e d  i f  i t  w e r e  s o .  
" T h e n  t h e r e ' s  n o  n e e d  f o r  m e  t o  l i k e  y o u , "  s h e  
r e p l i e d .  " Y o u r  p a s s i o n  f o r  m e  w i l l  m a i n t a i n  b o t h  o f  
u s  h e r e  h a p p i l y . "  
I  t r i e d  t o  t h i n k  o f  a  t a c t f u l  w a y  o f  t e l l i n g ·  
h e r  t h a t  I  w a s  h a p p y  b u t  t h a t  I  s t i l l  w a n t e d  t o  
l e a v e .  I  w a s  h a p p i e r  w i t h  h e r  t h a n  I  h a d  b e e n  i n  
t h e  c o m p a n y  o f  t h e  m a n  w i t h  t h e  f l u t e .  T h e  c h a i n s  
f e l t  l i k e  b r a c e l e t s .  B u t  m y  m o u t h  w a s  s o r e ,  m y  f e e t  
w e r e  p e r s p i r i n g ,  a n d  m y  g a z e ,  I  k n e w  w a s  i n s i n c e r e  
( 1 6 - 1 7 ) .  
T h e  d a m a g e  d o n e  b y  t h e  m a n  i n  t h e  b a t h i n g  s u i t  n e g a t e s  H i p p o l y t e ' s  
h a p p i n e s s  a s  t h e  m e m o r y / d a m a g e  d o n e  b y  I n c a r d o n a  n e g a t e s  D i d d y ' s  p o s s i b l e  
h a p p i n e s s .  I n  b o t h  i n s t a n c e s ,  i t  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  m i n d  o f  t h e  
p r o t a g o n i s t  t h a t  s t a n d s  i n  t h e  w a y  o f  h i s  h a p p i n e s s .  
T h e  n a r r a t o r  a s k s  t h e  w o m a n  i f  h e  m i g h t  k i s s  h e r ;  s h e  s l a p s  h i s  f a c e ,  
l a u g h i n g :  " Y o u  m u s t  l e a r n  t o  t a k e  t h i n g s  b e f o r e  y o u  a s k  • • •  a n d  d a n c e  
b e f o r e  y o u  a r e  b i d d e n ,  a n d  s u r r e n d e r  y o u r  s h o e s ,  a n d  c o m p o s e  y o u r  f a c e "  
( 1 7 ) .  T h e  n a r r a t o r  a s k s  h e r  t o  e x p l a i n  h e r s e l f ;  s h e  g i v e s  n o  a n s w e r .  
W i t h  t h e  i n t e n t  o f  t a k i n g  h e r  s e x u a l l y ,  h e  t h r o w s  h i m s e l f  u p o n  h e r  " a n d  a t  
t h a t  v e r y  m o m e n t  a w o k e .  I  g o t  o u t  o f  b e d  i n  a  s t a t e  o f  e l a t i o n "  ( 1 7 ) .  
I t  s e e m s  t o  m e  t h a t  t h i s  d r e a m  i s  c a l c u l a t e d  t o  i n d u c e  a  p o p  c u l t u r e ,  
k n e e  j e r k  v e r s i o n  o f  F r e u d i a n  d r e a m  a n a l y s i s .  I  w i l l  n o t ,  h o w e v e r ,  c e n t e r  
m y  d i s c u s s i o n  o n  t h e  F r e u d i a n  a p p r o a c h .  B y  n o t  c e n t e r i n g  m y  d i s c u s s i o n  o n  
a  F r e u d i a n  a p p r o a c h ,  I  a m  n o t  i m p l y i n g  t h a t  m y  v i e w  o f  t h i s  d r e a m  i s  n o t  
i n f l u e n c e d  b y  F r e u d ;  h e  i s  e v e r  p r e s e n t :  i n  a  c e r t a i n  s e n s e  h e ,  l i k e  
I n c a r d o n a  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  D i d d y ,  h a u n t s  m y  v i e w  o f  t h i s  d r e a m .  I n  f a c t ,  a  
c r i t i c  s u b m e r g e d  i n  t h e  F r e u d i a n  a p p r o a c h  m i g h t  s e e  m y  v i e w  o f  H i p p o l y t e ' s  
f i r s t  d r e a m  a s  a  " p o p  c u l t u r e  k n e e  j e r k "  v e r s i o n  o f  F r e u d .  
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W h e n  w e  l o o k  a t  t h e  f i r s t  c h a r a c t e r  H i p p o l y t e  e n c o u n t e r s  i n  h i s  f i r s t  
d r e a m ,  w e  s e e  t h a t  i t ' s  " a  l a r g e  m a n " ;  t h e  m a n  i s  d r e s s e d  i n  a  " b l a c k "  
o n e - p i e c e  b a t h i n g  s u i t .  I f  t h e  r e a d e r  i s  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  o n l y  T h e  
B e n e f a c t o r ,  t h e  m a n ' s  a t t i r e  m a y  b e  o f  l i t t l e  i n t e r e s t .  I f ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h e  
r e a d e r  i s  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  D e a t h  K i t ,  t h e  m a n  i n  t h e  " b l a c k  w o o l  o n e  p i e c e  
b a t h i n g  s u i t "  c a n  e a s i l y  b r i n g  I n c a r d o n a  t o  m i n d .  W h e n  t h e  m a n  i n  t h e  
b a t h i n g  s u i t  s a y s  " B e c a u s e  i n  t h i s  r o o m  h e  d a n c e s "  ( 1 4 ) ,  o n e  w h o  i s  
f a m i l i a r  w i t h  D e a t h  K i t  c a n  e a s i l y  h e a r :  " B e c a u s e  i n  t h i s  t u n n e l  h e  
m u r d e r s  ( o r  a c t s  o u t  m u r d e r ) . "  I n  t h i s  f i r s t  d r e a m ,  H i p p o l y t e  p r o c l a i m s  
t h a t  h e  d o e s n ' t  d a n c e ,  y e t  h e  d o e s ,  e v e n t u a l l y ,  d a n c e .  I n  f a c t ,  b y  t h e  
t i m e  h e  d o e s  d a n c e ,  h e  i s  j o y o u s  o f  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  o b e y :  
I  t h o u g h t  o f  h o w  I  m i g h t  r e p a y  t h e  b a t h e r  f o r  h i s  
k i n d n e s s .  " I  w i l l  g i v e  y o u  a l l  m y  m o n e y ,  a l l  t h a t  I  
p o s s e s s , "  I  s a i d .  " Y o u  s h a l l  t e l l  m e  w h a t  t o  d o .  I  
w i l l  o b e y  y o u  i n  e v e r y t h i n g .  I  w i l l  b e  y o u r  s l a v e . "  
" H e  r u n s , "  s a i d  t h e  b a t h e r .  " T h i s  i s  h i s  f i r s t  
c o m m a n d . "  
G l a d  t o  b e  a b l e  t o  o b e y  a t  l a s t ,  I  j u m p e d  o f f  
t h e  s t a g e  a n d  r a n  d o w n  t h e  a i s l e  a s  f a s t  a s  I  c o u l d  
( 1 8 5 ) .  
N o t e  t h a t  i n  t h e  f i r s t  d r e a m ,  w h e n  H i p p o l y t e  i s  g i v e n  o r d e r s ,  t h e y  a r e  i n  
t h e  d r e a m  " r o o m "  d e s c r i b e d  e a r l i e r .  B u t  n o w ,  w h e n  h e  o b e y s ,  t h e y  a r e  o n  a  
s t a g e .  L i k e w i s e ,  i n  m y  r e a d i n g  o f  K i t ,  t h e  t u n n e l  w h i c h  i s  a n a l o g o u s  t o  
t h e  d r e a m  " r o o m "  i n  t h e  d r e a m ' s  f i r s t  s e c t i o n ,  t h e  b a t h e r  s e c t i o n ,  b e c o m e s  
a  s t a g e  a t  t h e  n o v e l ' s  c o n c l u s i o n .  
I n  t h e  d r e a m ' s  s e c o n d  s e c t i o n ,  t h e  s e c t i o n  i n  w h i c h  h e  e n c o u n t e r s  t h e  
w o m a n  i n  w h i t e ,  t h e  c h a i n s  w h i c h  w o u l d  n o t  f i t  H i p p o l y t e  w h e n  t h e  d r e a m  
b e g a n  n o w  f i t  c o m f o r t a b l y .  W h e n  t h e  w o m a n  s a y s ,  " Y o u r  p a s s i o n  f o r  m e  w i l l  
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m a i n t a i n  b o t h  o f  u s  h e r e  h a p p i l y "  ( 1 6 ) ,  w e  g e t  a  g l i m p s e  o f  w h a t  D i d d y  
h o p e d  w o u l d  b e  t r u e  o f  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  H e s t e r .  
I t  i s  m y  c o n t e n t i o n  t h a t  t h e  " r o o m "  o f  t h i s  f i r s t  d r e a m  i s  t h e  t r a i n  
t u n n e l ,  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  b a t h e r  a s  I n c a r d o n a ,  a n d  Diddy~s a p a r t m e n t ,  i n  
r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  w o m a n  i n  w h i t e  a s  H e s t e r .  L e t  u s  l o o k  a t  t h e  p a r a l l e l  
b e t w e e n  Hippolyte~s s i t u a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  d r e a m  " w o m a n  i n  w h i t e "  a n d  Diddy~s 
s i t u a t i o n  w i t h  H e s t e r .  H i p p o l y t e  i s  u n a b l e  t o  t e l l  t h e  w o m a n  t h a t  h i s  
h a p p i n e s s  d o e s  n o t  p r e v e n t  h i m  f r o m  w a n t i n g  t o  l e a v e :  
I  w a s  h a p p i e r  w i t h  h e r  t h a n  I  h a d  b e e n  i n  t h e  
c o m p a n y  o f  t h e  m a n  w i t h  t h e  f l u t e .  T h e  c h a i n s  f e l t  
l i k e  b r a c e l e t s .  B u t  m y  m o u t h  w a s  s o r e ,  m y  f e e t  w e r e  
p e r s p i r i n g ,  a n d  m y  g a z e  I  k n e w  w a s  i n s i n c e r e  ( 1 7 ) .  
D i d d y  i s  a l s o  h a p p i e r  w i t h  H e s t e r  t h a n  h e  h a d  b e e n  w i t h  I n c a r d o n a .  
T h a t  Hippolyte~s w o r d s  i m p l y  t h a t  h e  w a s  h a p p y  t o  s o m e  s m a l l  d e g r e e  w i t h  
t h e  b a t h e r  g i v e s  u s  s o m e  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  b i z a r r e  h a p p i n e s s  w h i c h  
I n c a r d o n a  b r i n g s  D i d d y .  H i s  h a p p i n e s s  w i t h  H e s t e r  d o e s  n o t  k e e p  h i m  f r o m  
t a k i n g  t o  h i s  b e d  a n d  l o s i n g  w e i g h t  d e s p i t e  n o r m a l  e a t i n g  h a b i t s :  " N o w ,  
n o  m a t t e r  h o w  m u c h  I  e a t  a n d  s l e e p ,  I  g e t  t h i n n e r  a n d  w e a k e r  e v e r y  d a y "  
( 2 7 6 ) .  U n l i k e  H i p p o l y t e ,  w h o s e  d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  b o t h  h i s  d r e a m s  a n d  h i s  
w a k i n g  h o u r s  m a i n t a i n  a  c e r t a i n  d i s t a n c e  a n d  r e a s o n a b l e n e s s ,  D i d d y  i s  
e q u a l l y  o v e r w h e l m e d  b y  r e a l i t y  a n d  d r e a m .  
I t  i s  t h e  w o m a n  i n  t h e  d r e a m  w h o  s t a r t s  t h e  f e a r f u l  H i p p o l y t e  m o v i n g .  
S h e  c o m p l a i n s  t h a t  h e  h a s  s o i l e d  h e r  d r e s s  a n d  a s k s  h i m  t o  g o .  L i k e w i s e ,  
H e s t e r  c h a l l e n g e s  D i d d y  t o  a c t .  W h e n  h e  s p e a k s  o f  g e t t i n g  " t h i n n e r  a n d  
w e a k e r  e v e r y  d a y , "  s h e  t e l l s  h i m  t o  c a l l  a  d o c t o r :  
"Let~s c a l l  a  d o c t o r . "  
" H e s t e r ,  I~m n o t  s i c k  p h y s i c a l l y . "  
" H o w  d o  y o u  k n o w  t h a t ? "  
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" I  j u s t  d o .  I  k n o w  w h a t ' s  w r o n g ,  w h y  I ' m  
s i c k . "  
" W h y ? "  
D i d  h e  w a n t  t o  s a y  i t ?  Y e s .  " I  t h i n k  I ' m  s i c k  
b e c a u s e  I ' m  a f r a i d "  ( 2 7 6 ) .  
F o l l o w i n g  t h i s  interchange~ H e s t e r  c h a l l e n g e s  h i m  t o  a s s e r t  h i m s e l f ,  t o  
l e a v e  t h e  c h i l d - h a v i n g - a - t a n t r u m  s t a g e  h e  i s  c a u g h t  i n .  D i d d y  a c c e p t s  h e r  
c h a l l e n g e ,  a n d  t h e y  e n t e r  t h e  t u n n e l  a  s e c o n d  t i m e ;  t h i s  t r i p  i n t o  t h e  
t r a i n  t u n n e l  c o n c l u d e s  t h e  n o v e l .  
H i p p o l y t e  g o e s  o n  t o  h a v e  s e v e r a l  v a r i a t i o n s  o n  h i s  f i r s t  d r e a m .  I t  
i s  n o t  u n t i l  a f t e r  h e  h a s  s o l d  F r a u  A n d e r s  t o  a n  A r a b  m a n  t h a t  w e  g e t  a  
d r e a m  w h i c h  d o e s n ' t  f i t  t h e  p a t t e r n ,  a  d r e a m  w h i c h  t e r r i f i e s  h i m :  
I  w a s  d r a i n i n g  a w a y  a n d  s t r u g g l i n g  t o  l e a n  t o w a r d s  
t h e  r i g h t .  I t  w a s  t h e n  t h a t  I  d i e d .  A t  l e a s t ,  i t  
b e c a m e  c o m p l e t e l y  d a r k .  
" T h i s  d r e a m  i s  t o o  h e a v y , "  I  s a i d  t o  m y s e l f  
w h e n  I  a w o k e  • • • •  W h e n e v e r  I  w o k e  u p  s t i l l  s u b m e r g e d  
i n  a  d r e a m ,  I  w o u l d  t r y  t o  r e c o v e r  m y  e q u a n i m i t y  a s  
q u i c k l y  a s  p o s s i b l e .  I t  w a s  n o t  e a s y ,  f o r  t h i s  
d r e a m  t o l d  m e  a l l  t o o  p a i n f u l l y  h o w  b u r d e n e d  I  w a s  
a n d  h o w  I  d e s p i s e d  m y s e l f  ( 8 7 ) .  
T h e  n a r r a t o r  o f  t h e  d r e a m  i s  " d r a i n i n g  a w a y "  b e c a u s e  o f  a  w o u n d  h e  
h a s  n o  m e m o r y  o f  h a v i n g  r e c e i v e d ,  m u c h  a s  D i d d y  i s  " d r a i n i n g  a w a y "  f r o m  a  
c a u s e  o f  u n k n o w n  o r i g i n .  W h e n  h e  w a k e s  u p  " s t i l l  s u b m e r g e d  i n  a  d r e a m , "  
H i p p o l y t e  m o v e s  t o  s h a k e  i t  o f f ,  b u t  h e  c a n ' t  s h a k e  o f f  h i m s e l f .  F r a u  
A n d e r s  w e i g h s  u p o n  H i p p o l y t e  a s  I n c a r d o n a  w e i g h s  u p o n  D i d d y .  M i g h t  w e  
a s s u m e  t h a t  D i d d y ' s  s e x u a l  s h o r t c o m i n g s  w i t h  J o a n ,  h i s  e x - w i f e ,  p l a n t e d  
t h e  s e e d  f r o m  w h i c h  I n c a r d o n a  g r e w ?  W e  k n o w  t h a t  s h e  w a s  n o t  s a t i s f i e d  
w i t h  D i d d y ' s  p e r f o r m a n c e  a s  a  l o v e r ,  b u t  h e  o v e r c a m e  h i s  c o n f i d e n c e  i n  h i s  
l o v e m a k i n g  w i t h  H e s t e r :  
A t  f i r s t  s o m e w h a t  i n h i b i t e d  a n d ,  s i n c e  J o a n ' s  
t i r a d e s ,  h o l d i n g  a  m o d e s t  o p i n i o n  o f  h i s  t a l e n t s  i n  
2 4  
b e d ,  D i d d y  a m a z e d  t o  f i n d  h i m s e l f  g r a c e f u l  a n d  
a l m o s t  t i r e l e s s  w i t h  H e s t e r  ( 2 7 2 ) .  
I t  s e e m s  t o  m e  t h a t  a  N o r m a n  H o l l a n d - t y p e  o f  r e a d i n g  o f  K i t  w o u l d  b e  
c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  Joan~s r o l e  a s  a  c a t a l y s t .  I  d o  n o t  
m e a n  t o  i m p l y  t h a t  Joan~s p o w e r  a s  a  c a t a l y s t  i s  i n t e n t i o n a l ;  i n  f a c t ,  w e  
h a v e  n o  w a y  o f  k n o w i n g ,  o r  r e a s o n  f o r  t h i n k i n g ,  t h a t  s h e  i s  a w a r e  o f  h e r  
p o w e r .  I t  i s  Diddy~s r e s p o n s e  t o  h e r  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  t h a t  t u r n s  J o a n  i n t o  
a  c a t a l y s t .  Holland~s a p p r o a c h  w o u l d ,  I  t h i n k ,  c o n c e r n  i t s e l f  w i t h  t h e  
p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  Diddy~s s e x u a l  f a i l u r e  w i t h  J o a n  s e t s  i n  m o t i o n  v i o l e n t  
f o r c e s  t h a t  h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  t a k e  c h a r g e  o f  H e s t e r  i n t e n s i f i e s .  I t  a l s o  
s e e m s  l i k e l y  t h a t  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  F r e u d i a n  v i e w  o f  t h e  D i d d y - H e s t e r -
I n c a r d o n a  t r i a n g l e  w o u l d  s e e  J o a n  a s  t h e  p o w e r  w h i c h  s e t s  i n  m o t i o n  t h e  
v i o l e n t  p o t e n t i a l  o f  t h a t  t h r e e s o m e .  I  h e r e  a c k n o w l e d g e  s u c h  a n  a p p r o a c h ,  
n o t e  i t s  a p p e a l  a n d  c h a l l e n g e ,  b u t  m o v e  o n  t o  o t h e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s .  
C o n t i n u i n g  n o w  w i t h  t h e  t h e m e  o f  s u b m e r s i o n ,  I  w i l l  f o c u s  o n  
Hippolyte~s v i e w  o f  " p r o p e r  s e l f - l o v e . "  T h i s  l i t t l e  s e c t i o n  o f  T h e  
B e n e f a c t o r  h a s  t h e  l o o k  ( b y  t h e  w a y  i t  i s  s e t  u p  o n  t h e  p a g e )  a n d  f e e l  o f  
a n  a c a d e m i c  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  a r g u m e n t .  T h e  r e a s o n i n g  o f  t h i s  a r g u m e n t  i s  i n  
f o u r  p a r t s .  H i p p o l y t e  b e g i n s  w i t h  w h a t  h e  c o n s i d e r s  t o  b e  e s s e n t i a l ,  a  
u n i v e r s a l  c o m p o n e n t  o f  l o v e :  
T h e  o n e  c r i t e r i o n  o f  l o v e  u p o n  w h i c h  a l l  c a n  a g r e e  
i s  i n t e n s i t y .  L o v e  r a i s e s  t h e  t e m p e r a t u r e  o f  t h e  
s p i r i t ;  i t  i s  a  k i n d  o f  f e v e r .  M e n  l o v e  i n  o r d e r  t o  
f e e l  a l i v e .  A n d  n o t  o n l y  l o v e .  T h i s  i s  a l s o  w h y  
t h e y  g o  t o  w a r  ( 2 0 1 ) .  
T h e  p a s s a g e  a b o v e  b r i n g s  t o  m i n d  Freud~ s  " R e f l e c t i o n s  u p o n  W a r  a n d  
D e a t h "  f r o m  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  C h a r a c t e r  a n d  C u l t u r e  ( e d i t e d ,  i n t e r e s t i n g l y  
e n o u g h ,  b y  Sontag~ s  e x - h u s b a n d  P h i l i p  R i e f f ) :  " i n t e n s e  l o v e  a n d  i n t e n s e  
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h a t e  a r e  • • •  o f t e n  t o  b e  f o u n d  t o g e t h e r  i n  t h e  s a m e  p e r s o n .  P s y c h o a n a l y s i s  
a d d s  t h a t  t h e  c o n f l i c t i n g  f e e l i n g s  n o t  i n f r e q u e n t l y  h a v e  t h e  s a m e  p e r s o n  
f o r  t h e i r  o b j e c t "  ( 1 1 4 ) .  H i p p o l y t e  g o e s  o n  t o  s p e a k  o f  h a t r e d ' s  r o l e  i n  
F r e u d ' s  c o n f l i c t ;  I  f i n d  h i s  v i e w  o f  h a t r e d  a  h e l p f u l  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  o f  
F r e u d .  
F o r  H i p p o l y t e ,  l o v e  f a i l s ,  a n d  t h e  r e a s o n  f o r  i t s  f a i l u r e  i s  i t s  
d e s i r e  f o r  " i n c o r p o r a t i o n " :  
T h e  l o v e r  d o e s  n o t  s e e k  a  b e l o v e d ,  o n l y  a  b i g g e r  
s e l f .  B u t  t h e r e b y  h e  a d d s  t o  h i s  o w n  b u r d e n .  H e  
n o w  c a r r i e s  t h e  o t h e r  p e r s o n  t o o  ( 1 1 4 ) .  
D i d d y ' s  l o v e  f o r  H e s t e r  i s  c e r t a i n l y  a  q u e s t  f o r  a  b i g g e r  s e l f ,  b u t  
D i d d y ' s  s i t u a t i o n  t a k e s  i t s  o w n  t w i s t  o n  H i p p o l y t e ' s  v i e w  o f  " b u r d e n . "  
D i d d y  d e s i r e s  a n  i n c r e a s e  o f  h i s  " b u r d e n "  a t  l e a s t  i n  a  p h y s i c a l - m a t e r i a l  
s e n s e .  D i d d y  d e s i r e s  t h e  p h y s i c a l - m a t e r i a l  " b u r d e n "  o f  t a k i n g  c a r e  o f  h i s  
b e l o v e d .  H e  h o p e s  t h a t  t h i s  " b u r d e n "  w i l l  l e s s e n  t h e  c e r e b r a l - p s y c h i c  
b u r d e n  o f  I n c a r d o n a .  T h i s  p a r a l l e l s  H i p p o l y t e ' s  a c t i o n s :  H i p p o l y t e  
d e v o t e s  h i m s e l f  t o  h i s  f a t a l l y  i l l  y o u n g  w i f e  i n  h o p e s  o f  e a s i n g  h i s  
p s y c h i c - c e r e b r a l  b u r d e n  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  F r a u  A n d e r s .  B u t  H e s t e r  d o e s  n o t  
a l l o w  h e r s e l f  t o  b e  t h e  " b u r d e n "  D i d d y  h a d  h o p e d  s h e  w o u l d  b e ;  D i d d y  i s  
f o r c e d ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t o  f a c e  t h e  p s y c h i c - c e r e b r a l  b u r d e n  o f  I n c a r d o n a .  
H e s t e r ' s  s t r e n g t h  h e r e  p r o v i d e s  a n  i n s t a n c e  w i t h  w h i c h  I  c a n  t a k e  a  f i r s t  
s t e p  i n t o  a  d i s a g r e e m e n t  w i t h  C a r y  N e l s o n  o n  H e s t e r ' s  p o w e r  i n  K i t .  H e  
w r i t e s  i n  T h e  I n c a r n a t e  W o r d :  L i t e r a t u r e  a s  V e r b a l  S p a c e :  
B u t  g r a d u a l l y  D i d d y  d i s c o v e r s  t h a t  h i s  p e r c e p t i o n s  
c a n  p e r f e c t l y  s h a p e  H e s t e r  t o  s u i t  h i s  n e e d s .  S h e  
i s  a c t u a l l y  a  s p e c t r u m  o f  d o l l s  h e  c a n  c h o o s e  f r o m .  
T h e  h a r d ,  u n y i e l d i n g ,  " o p a q u e  s i d e  o f  H e s t e r "  ( 2 7 9 ) ,  
t h e  p e r s i s t e n t l y  i n t r u s i v e  o b j e c t - d o l l ,  m a y  b e  
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d i s c a r d e d  b y  t h e  s i d e  o f  t h e  t r a c k s  i n  h i s  p r i v a t e  
t u n n e l  ( 2 0 ) .  
N e l s o n  h a s  l i f t e d  H e s t e r  a n d  D i d d y ' s  t r i p  i n t o  t h e  t u n n e l  o u t  o f  r e a l i t y ;  
H e s t e r  i s  " a  s p e c t r u m  o f  d o l l s "  i n  D i d d y ' s  " p r i v a t e  t u n n e l . "  I  r e a d  K i t  
a s  a  b a s i c a l l y  r e a l i s t i c  n o v e l  u p  u n t i l  t h e  p o i n t  w h e r e  D i d d y  e n t e r s  t h e  
" m u s e u m "  o f  t h e  d e a d .  I f  E r i c h  A u e r b a c h  i n  M I M E S I S :  T h e  R e p r e s e n t a t i o n  
o f  R e a l i t y  i n  W e s t e r n  L i t e r a t u r e  c a n  r e a d  W o o l f ' s  T o  t h e  L i g h t h o u s e  a s  
r e a l i s m ,  I  s e e  n o  r e a s o n  w h y  D e a t h  K i t  c a n n o t  b e  s i m i l a r l y  r e a d .  I f  w e  
m a k e  s u c h  a  r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  n o v e l ,  w e  m u s t  f a c e  t h e ,  I  t h i n k ,  r e a l  
p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  D i d d y ,  t h o u g h  u n a b l e  t o  a d m i t  i t  t o  h i m s e l f ,  d o e s  i n d e e d  
m u r d e r  o r ,  a t  l e a s t ,  a c c i d e n t a l l y  k i l l  H e s t e r  i n  a  p u b l i c  t r a i n  t u n n e l .  
T h i s  i s ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  h e r  p u n i s h m e n t  f o r  b e i n g  s t r o n g e r  t h a n  D i d d y .  S o  
s t r o n g  t h a t  s h e  u s e s  h i m  t o  a c c o m p l i s h  h e r  o w n  s u i c i d e ?  I  f o c u s  o n  H e s t e r  
i n  m y  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  K i t  a s  a  p l a y  a n d  w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  t h e r e .  
H i p p o l y t e  p r e s e n t s  h i s  v i e w  o f  l o v e ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  h a t e :  
O n e  p o s s i b l e  s o l u t i o n  t o  l o v e  i s  h a t e .  I n  h a t i n g ,  
w e  p u s h  t h e  b u r d e n  a s i d e .  B u t  t h e n  w e  a r e  l e f t  
d i m i n i s h e d ,  w e i g h i n g  h a l f  t h e  a m o u n t  w e  h a v e  b e c o m e  
a c c u s t o m e d  t o  ( 2 0 1 ) .  
D i d d y  t a k e s  t o  h i s  b e d ,  h a t i n g  h i m s e l f .  H e  b e g i n s ,  a s  m e n t i o n e d  e a r l i e r ,  
l o s i n g  w e i g h t  d e s p i t e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  h e  i s  e a t i n g  n o r m a l l y .  T h e  
m e t a p h o r i c a l  i n  H i p p o l y t e ' s  w o r d s  b e c o m e s  l i t e r a l  i n  D i d d y ' s  l i f e ;  t h e  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  t h e  m e t a p h o r i c a l  t o  t h e  l i t e r a l  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a n a l o g o u s  
t o  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  d r e a m  a n d  r e a l i t y  w h i c h  i s  a  c e n t r a l  c o n c e r n  o f  
b o t h  B e n e f a c t o r  a n d  K i t .  
H i p p o l y t e  r e c o m m e n d s  d e t a c h m e n t  o v e r  l o v i n g  o r  h a t i n g :  " T h e  b e t t e r  
s o l u t i o n  i s  d e t a c h m e n t - - n e i t h e r  l o v i n g  n o r  h a t i n g  o t h e r s ,  n e i t h e r  a s s u m i n g  
------~~------~--~ - - - - - · - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
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b u r d e n s  n o r  l a y i n g  t h e m  d o w n "  ( 2 0 1 ) .  D i d d y  i s  u n a b l e  t o  b e  d e t a c h e d ;  h e  
i s ,  I  t h i n k ,  i n c a p a b l e  o f  d e t a c h m e n t .  I  s e e  h i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  b e  d e t a c h e d  
a s  a  f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  h e  h a s  b e e n  o v e r w h e l m e d .  D i d d y  t h e  
n a r r a t o r  l i k e  D i d d y  t h e  c h a r a c t e r ,  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  i n  D e a t h  K i t ,  i s  
o v e r w h e l m e d .  T h e  d i s t a n c e  r e q u i r e d  f o r  d e t a c h m e n t  i s  n o t  w i t h i n  D i d d y ' s  
g r a s p .  T h i s  f a c t  m a n i f e s t s  i t s e l f  n o t  o n l y  i n  t h e  a c t i o n  b u t  a l s o  i n  t h e  
n a r r a t i o n  o f  K i t .  H i p p o l y t e  i s  c a p a b l e  o f  d e t a c h m e n t  a n d  f i n a l l y  r e s o r t s  
t o  i t  b y  c h o o s i n g  s o l i t u d e .  
H i p p o l y t e ' s  " s e c o n d  l i n e  o f  r e a s o n i n g "  i n f o r m s  u s  t h a t  " l o v e  i m p e d e s  
o u r  a b i l i t y  t o  r e m a i n  s e p a r a t e "  a n d  t h a t  " t r u e  v i g o r  r e s u l t s  o n l y  f r o m  t h e  
k n o w l e d g e  o f  s e p a r a t e n e s s . "  F o r  H i p p o l y t e :  
E v e r y  c h a n g e  o f  e m o t i o n  w e  e x p e r i e n c e  a s  a  m o m e n t a r y  
i n v i g o r a t i o n .  B u t  t h i s  f l u s h  o f  f e e l i n g  i s  
d e c e p t i v e .  I t  i s  t h e  p r e l u d e  t o  a  t a p e r i n g  o f f  o f  
v i g o r ,  w h i c h  s e t s  i n  w h e n  w e  r e a l i z e  t h e  d e p e n d e n c e  
o f  o u r  f e e l i n g  o n  s o m e o n e  o r  s o m e t h i n g  e x t e r n a l  t o  
o u r s e l v e s  ( 2 0 3 ) .  
T h i s  p a s s a g e  h e l p s  · t o  e x p l a i n  w h y  H i p p o l y t e  i s ,  a t  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  o f  
B e n e f a c t o r ,  " e n j o y i n g "  h i s  s o l i t u d e .  I  t h i n k  i t  a l s o  h e l p s  e x p l a i n  w h y  
D i d d y  m u s t  l a s h  o u t  a t  I n c a r d o n a  a n d ,  p o s s i b l y ,  H e s t e r  a s  w e l l .  T h e  
" m o m e n t a r y  i n v i g o r a t i o n "  i s ,  a s  H i p p o l y t e  p o i n t s  o u t ,  " d e c e p t i v e , "  s o  w h e n  
D i d d y ' s  " v i g o r "  d o e s n ' t  j u s t  t a p e r  o f f  b u t  b e g i n s  a  f a l l  t o w a r d s  d e a t h  
i t s e l f ,  D i d d y  s t r i k e s  o u t  a g a i n s t  t h o s e  o n  w h o m  h i s  f e e l i n g s  a r e  
d e p e n d e n t .  D i d d y  m u s t  k i l l  e i t h e r  I n c a r d o n a  o r  H e s t e r .  I n  o r d e r  t o  k i l l  
I n c a r d o n a ,  D i d d y  m u s t  r e s u r r e c t  h i m ,  a n d  t h e  t e x t  i s  r e a s o n a b l y  c l e a r  t h a t  
s u c h  i s  a c c o m p l i s h e d .  O n  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  H e s t e r ' s  f a t e ,  i t  l e a v e s  u s  
h a n g i n g :  
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H e s t e r  f e l l  b a c k  f r o m  h i s  a r m s .  C a n  s h e  h a v e  
f a i n t e d ?  A n x i o u s l y ,  h e  p u t s  h i s  c h e e k  t o  h e r  b r e a s t  
a n d  l i s t e n s  t o  h e r  b r e a t h i n g :  t h e  s l o w ,  r e g u l a r  
i n h a l a t i o n  a n d  e x h a l a t i o n  o f  s o m e o n e  d e e p l y  
e x h a u s t e d ,  w h o ' s  m e r c i f u l l y  f a l l e n  i n t o  a  v a s t ,  m u c h  
n e e d e d  s l e e p .  A s l e e p ,  t h e n .  L e t  h e r  r e s t  ( 2 9 1 ) .  
C a n  t h e  r e a d e r  b e l i e v e  w h a t  D i d d y  s a y s  h e  h e a r s  i n  t h i s  p a s s a g e ?  
D u r i n g  t h e  f i g h t  w i t h  I n c a r d o n a ,  D i d d y  i s  c o n f u s e d  a b o u t  w h a t  h e  h e a r s ,  
a n d  w h a t  h e  s e e s  l e a v e s  m e  w o n d e r i n g  w h e t h e r  H e s t e r  i s  d e a d  o r  a l i v e :  
H e s t e r ' s  h e a d ,  w h i c h  h e ' d  s e t  a g a i n s t  t h e  s h e l t e r  
w a l l ,  h a s  a l r e a d y  s l u m p e d  d o w n  i n  a n  a w k w a r d - l o o k i n g  
p o s i t i o n  t h a t  m u s t  b e  u n c o m f o r t a b l e .  A n d  t h e  h a r d  
w a l l  m u s t  h u r t  h e r  s p i n e .  S h e ' l l  a c h e  w h e n  s h e  
w a k e s  u p  ( 2 9 1 - 9 2 ) .  
I s  t h i s  c o n c e r n  f o r  H e s t e r  a  f u n c t i o n  o f  " D i d d y  t h e  G o o d " ?  " D i d d y  
t h e  G o o d "  i s  t h e  f i r s t  D i d d y  t h e  n a r r a t o r  p r e s e n t s  t o  t h e  r e a d e r .  T h i s  
D i d d y  n e e d s  t o  s e e  h i m s e l f  a s  " G o o d " ;  t h i s  " G o o d "  D i d d y  i s ,  a t  l e a s t  s o  
f a r  a s  t h e  n a r r a t o r  i s  c o n c e r n e d ,  f a l s e .  S u c h  b e i n g  t h e  c a s e ,  c a n  w e  
b e l i e v e  w h a t  t h i s  D i d d y  s a y s  i t  h e a r s ?  C a n  w e  b e l i e v e  i t s  c o n c e r n  f o r  
H e s t e r ' s  c o m f o r t ?  A r e  t h e  w o r d s - - " A s l e e p ,  t h e n .  L e t  h e r  r e s t " - - s i m p l y  a  
m a n i p u l a t i o n  o f  w o r d s ,  a  w a y  o f  c o m f o r t i n g  n o t  H e s t e r  b u t  D i d d y ?  W e  d o  
a f t e r  a l l  o f t e n  r e f e r  t o  t h e  d e a d  a s  s l e e p i n g  a n d  a t  r e s t ,  a n d  w i t h  s u c h  
p h r a s e s  w e  s e e k  t o  c o m f o r t  o u r s e l v e s  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  d e c e a s e d .  I f ,  a s  I  
c o n t e n d ,  D i d d y  t h e  n a r r a t o r  i s  o v e r w h e l m e d ,  h e  c o u l d  n o t  b e a r  t o  f a c e  t h e  
t r u t h  o f  w h a t  h e  h a s  d o n e .  I n s t e a d ,  h e  f a l l s  b a c k  o n  " D i d d y  a n d  G o o d . "  
F o r  t h e  o n l y  w a y  D i d d y  c a n  l o v e  h i m s e l f  i s  t o  d e c e i v e  h i m s e l f .  
H i p p o l y t e ' s  t h i r d  p o i n t  o f  r e a s o n i n g  d e a l s  e x p l i c i t l y  w i t h  t h e  t h e m e  
o f  s u b m e r s i o n :  " I  t h i n k  b e s t  w h e n  I  t h i n k  o n e  t h i n g ,  f e e l  m o s t  d e e p l y  
w h e n  I  f e e l  o n e  t h i n g "  ( 2 0 3 ) .  T h i s  l i n e  t a k e s  u s  b a c k  t o  t h e  e x c h a n g e  
b e t w e e n  J e a n - J a c q u e s  a n d  H i p p o l y t e  f r o m  w h i c h  I  b e g a n  m y  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  
- - - - - -
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s u b m e r s i o n  t h e m e .  H i p p o l y t e  s p e a k s  o f  b e i n g  e i t h e r  h u g e  o r  t i n y ;  h e  s a y s  
h e  p r e f e r s  b e i n g  t i n y .  I n  h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  " t w o  g r e a t  p a s s i o n s "  o f  
h i s  " n a t u r e , "  w e  c a n  s e e  t h a t  h e  i s  s u b m e r g e d  i n ,  p r e o c c u p i e d  b y ,  h i m s e l f :  
T h e r e  a r e  t w o  g r e a t  p a s s i o n s  i n  m y  n a t u r e .  I  l i k e  
t o  c o n c e n t r a t e  o n  s o m e  s m a l l  p r o b l e m ,  a n d  I  l i k e  t o  
b e  s u r p r i s e d .  B u t  n o b o d y  i s  a s  s m a l l  a s  I  a m .  A n d  
n o b o d y  s u r p r i s e s  m e  a s  m u c h  a s  I  d o  ( 2 0 4 ) .  
D i d d y  i s  n o t  c a p a b l e  o f  t h e  d i s t a n c e  r e q u i r e d  t o  m a k e  s u c h  a  
s t a t e m e n t .  H e  i s  o v e r w h e l m e d  b y  h i m s e l f ;  n o n e  o f  h i s  p r o b l e m s  a r e  s m a l l  
b e c a u s e  h e  i s  s o  s m a l l  h i s  p r o b l e m s  c a n  o n l y  b e  l a r g e .  T h e y  l a y  u p o n  h i m  
l i k e  " a  h u g e ,  f l a t  s t o n e . "  
L e t  m e  a t t e m p t  a  m o r e  i n s i g h t f u l  r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  a b o v e  q u o t e d  p a s s a g e  
b y  z e r o i n g  i n  o n  i t s  N i e t z s c h e a n  i m p l i c a t i o n s .  L e t  u s  c o n s i d e r  t h e  
f o l l o w i n g  f r o m  T h u s  S p o k e  Z a r a t h u s t r a :  
I  w a l k  a m o n g  t h i s  p e o p l e  a n d  I  k e e p  m y  e y e s  o p e n :  
t h e y  h a v e  b e c o m e  s m a l l e r ,  a n d  t h e y  a r e  b e c o m i n g  
s m a l l e r  a n d  s m a l l e r ;  b u t  t h i s  i s  d u e  t o  t h e i r  
d o c t r i n e  o f  h a p p i n e s s  a n d  v i r t u e .  F o r  t h e y  a r e  
m o d e s t  i n  v i r t u e ,  t o o - - b e c a u s e  t h e y  w a n t  
c o n t e n t m e n t .  B u t  o n l y  a  m o d e s t  v i r t u e  g e t s  a l o n g  
w i t h  c o n t e n t m e n t  ( 2 8 1 ) .  
I n  m y  v i e w ,  H i p p o l y t e  u n d e r s t a n d s  t h a t  t h e  " d o c t r i n e  o f  h a p p i n e s s  a n d  
v i r t u e "  h a s  m a d e  p e o p l e  " s m a l l e r . "  H e  a c k n o w l e d g e s  t h i s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  
a n d  h i s  c o n t e n t m e n t  w i t h  i t ,  w h e n  h e  s a y s  " n o b o d y  i s  a s  s m a l l  a s  I  a m . "  
H i s  r e s p o n s e  t o  t h e  p o w e r  o f  t h i s  " d o c t r i n e "  i s  s o l i t u d e ,  a n d  b a s e d  o n  a  
" m o d e s t  v i r t u e "  w i t h i n  t h i s  s o l i t u d e  H i p p o l y t e  f i n d s  " c o n t e n t m e n t . "  
(Hippolyte~s a s s e r t i o n  t h a t .  n o  o n e  i s  a s  s m a l l  a s  h e  i s ,  i s  o f  c o u r s e ,  
a n y t h i n g  b u t  m o d e s t . )  H i p p o l y t e  i s  a b l e ,  h e  h a s  t h e  i n n e r  r e s o u r c e s  
r e q u i r e d ,  t o  p u t  t h i s  " d o c t r i n e "  a t  a  d i s t a n c e .  H e  i s  a b l e  t o  m a k e  t h e  
" d o c t r i n e "  i t s e l f  " s m a l l e r " ;  i t  d o e s  n o t ,  a s  i s  t h e  c a s e  w i t h  D i d d y ,  
---~ - - - - - - -
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o v e r w h e l m  H i p p o l y t e .  " D i d d y  t h e  G o o d , "  o n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  d e m a n d s  a  
v i r t u e  t h a t  i s  a n y t h i n g  b u t  " m o d e s t . "  H e  c a n n o t  c o m e  t o  g r i p s  w i t h  t h e  
" d o c t r i n e "  i n  o r d e r  t h a t  h e  m i g h t  o v e r c o m e  o r  t r a n s c e n d  i t s  p o w e r .  A r e  
t h e  c o n t r a s t i n g  a t t i t u d e s  o f  D i d d y  a n d  H i p p o l y t e  a  f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e i r  
r e s p e c t i v e  p o s i t i o n s  i n  s o c i e t y ?  I s  D i d d y ' s  c o m m o n p l a c e n e s s  w h a t  l e a v e s  
h i m  i n c a p a b l e  o f  o v e r c o m i n g / t r a n s c e n d i n g  t h e  " d o c t r i n e "  a s  H i p p o l y t e ' s  
e c c e n t r i c - a r t i s t i c  o u t s i d e r  s t a t u s _ a l l o w s  h i m  t o  c o m e  t o  t e r m s  w i t h  t h e  
" d o c t r i n e " ?  T h i s  q u e s t i o n  w i l l  b e  a d d r e s s e d  m o r e  f u l l y  i n  a  l a t e r  s e c t i o n  
o f  t h i s  p a p e r .  
H i p p o l y t e ' s  f o u r t h  a n d  f i n a l  l i n e  o f  r e a s o n i n g  e x a m i n e s  t h e  q u e s t i o n  
o f  g o o d n e s s ,  o f  b e i n g  g o o d :  
M a n  s t r i v e s  t o  b e  g o o d ;  b e i n g  b a d  i s  j u s t  t h e  n a m e  
f o r  s o m e  p e o p l e ' s  g o o d n e s s .  T h e  e s s e n c e  o f  g o o d n e s s  
i s  m o n o t o n y .  N o t e ,  p l e a s e ,  t h a t  I  s a y  m o n o t o n y - - n o t  
c o n s i s t e n c y ,  w h i c h  s o  m a n y  i n c o r r e c t l y  h o l d  t o  b e  
t h e  s i n e  q u a  n o n  o f  g o o d  c h a r a c t e r .  F r o m  m o n o t o n y  
c o m e s  p u r i t y .  T h i s  i s  w h y  m a r r i a g e  t o  o n e  w o m a n  i s  
b e t t e r ,  p u r e r  t h a n  p o l y g a m y .  B u t  m o n o g a m y  i s  
p o l y g a m o u s ,  w h e n  m a t c h e d  a g a i n s t  t h e  p u r i t y  o f  
s e l f - l o v e  ( 2 0 4 - 2 0 5 ) .  
H i p p o l y t e  t a k e s  t h e  t e r m s  " p o l y g a m o u s "  a n d  " m o n o g a m y "  t o  a  d e e p e r ,  m o r e  
i n w a r d ,  l e v e l  t h a n  t h e  l e v e l  o f  n o r m a l  u s e .  " N o r m a l l y "  i s  a  k e y  w o r d  
h e r e ,  f o r ,  i n  a  v e r y  r e a l  s e n s e ,  i t  i s  t h e  n o r m a l i t y  o f  D i d d y ' s  m i n d - s e t ,  
h i s  b e l i e f s  w i t h  r e g a r d  t o  g o o d  a n d  e v i l ,  t h a t  e n t r a p  a n d  e n s l a v e  h i m .  
H i p p o l y t e  i s ,  o n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  a b l e  t o  s t e p  f u r t h e r  i n s i d e  h i m s e l f  i n  
d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e s e  b a s i c ,  c o m m o n p l a c e  c o n c e p t s  ( i . e . ,  p o l y g a m y  a n d  
m o n o g a m y ) ;  h e  a r r i v e s  a t  a  n e w ,  m o r e  p r o f o u n d l y  i n d i v i d u a l ,  t r u t h .  O n c e  
a g a i n ,  D i d d y  i s  t o o  o v e r w h e l m e d ,  t o o  s u b m e r g e d  i n  t h e  c o m m o n p l a c e  t o  b e  
c a p a b l e  o f  s u c h  a  s t e p .  H i s  j o u r n e y  i n t o  h i m s e l f  i s  c o n t r o l l e d  b y  t h e  
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" d o c t r i n e  o f  h a p p i n e s s  a n d  v i r t u e "  s p o k e n  o f  b y  N i e t z s c h e .  Nietzsche~s 
o w n  p e r s o n a l  s t r u g g l e s  c o m e  t o  m i n d  w h e n ,  n e a r  t h e  e n d  o f  T h e  Benefactor~s 
c o n c l u d i n g  c h a p t e r ,  H i p p o l y t e  n o t e s  t h e  s i m i l a r i t y  o f  t h e  m a d m a n  a n d  t h e  
e c c e n t r i c .  I  w i l l  e n d  m y  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  Benefactor~s r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  D e a t h  
K i t  w i t h  a n  e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  t h i s  m a d m a n - e c c e n t r i c  m o t i f .  
W h a t  I  h a v e  a l r e a d y  s a i d  a b o u t  Hippolyte~s c o n c e p t  o f  " p r o p e r  
s e l f - l o v e "  i s  c e r t a i n l y  i n  l i n e  w i t h  t h e  H i p p o l y t e  a s  e c c e n t r i c  a n d  D i d d y  
a s  m a d m a n  a r g u m e n t  w h i c h  I  i n t e n d  t o  m a k e .  H i p p o l y t e  w r i t e s :  
T h e  i s s u e  o f  m y  s a n i t y  c a n n o t  b e  e a s i l y  d i s m i s s e d ,  
b u t  a f t e r  l o n g  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  m a t t e r ,  I  h o l d  
t h a t  I  w a s  n o t  i n s a n e .  T h e  a c t s  o f  t h e  e c c e n t r i c  
a n d  t h e  m a d m a n  m a y  w e l l  b e  t h e  s a m e .  B u t  t h e  
e c c e n t r i c  h a s  m a d e  a  c h o i c e ,  w h i l e  t h e  i n s a n e  p e r s o n  
h a s  n o t ;  r a t h e r ,  h e  i s  a b a n d o n e d  t o  h i s  c h o i c e s ,  
s u b m e r g e d  i n  t h e m  ( 2 7 2 ) .  
I s  n o t  D i d d y  " a b a n d o n e d  t o  h i s  c h o i c e s ,  s u b m e r g e d  i n  t h e m " ?  H e  a c t s  i n  
o r d e r  t o  s u r f a c e ,  b u t  h i s  c h o i c e  o f  a  b l i n d  w i t n e s s  f r u s t r a t e s  t h i s  a c t ,  
w h i c h  i s  a n  a c t  o f  t h e a t e r  ( i . e . ,  t h e  k i l l i n g  o f  t h e  s e c o n d  w o r k e r ) .  
D i d d y  t h e n  r e t r e a t s  o r  j o u r n e y s  o n w a r d  i n t o  t h e  m u s e u m  o f  t h e  d e a d ;  d e a t h  
i s  n o t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a  m a t t e r  o f  c h o i c e  f o r  m a d m a n ,  e c c e n t r i c ,  o r  a n y b o d y  
e l s e .  D e a t h  b e c o m e s  Diddy~s f i n a l  a d v i s e r ;  a s  H i p p o l y t e  c h o s e  t o  r e f l e c t  
w h i l e  a w a i t i n g  d e a t h  w i t h  a  c e r t a i n  c o n t e n t e d  " e n j o y m e n t , "  D i d d y  a v o i d e d  
r e a l  c h o i c e s  b y  g o i n g  s t r a i g h t  t o  d e a t h  f o r  h i s  a n s w e r s .  
I n  D i d d y  t h e  m a d m a n  w e  c a n  s e e  a  c a u s e  o f  m a d n e s s  w h i c h  i s  n o t  
v i s i b l e  i n  t h e  p a s s a g e  q u o t e d  d i r e c t l y  a b o v e :  f e a r .  D i d d y  i s  m o r t a l l y  
a f r a i d .  F r o m  t h e  v e r y  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  h i s  f e a r s  d r i v e  
h i m  t o  H e s t e r  a s  t h e y  a l s o  c a u s e  h i m  t o  e n v y  h e r  b l i n d n e s s :  
T h e  g i r l  a g a i n  e x t e n d s  h e r  h a n d  t o  D i d d y  t o  l e a d  






Of course, when one is blind one is 
to trust everyone. Or no one, Diddy 
had fewer alternatives like the blind girl 
Diddy fears the large number of choices that being able to see gives him. 
In the following passage, it's the large number of choices that bothers 
him. This too brings forth his envy of Hester's blindness: 
If Hester can't see the ugliness, it's possible that 
after a while, he'll be unable to see it, too. How 
fine that would be. Simply not to see. Garbage 
trucks, bums, neon signs, gutters, plastic toys, 
parking lots, unhappy children. Automats, old women 
on the benches of the traffic islands on upper 
Broadway (225). 
Diddy the madman is submerged in choices out of fear. He finally 
faces his fear and decides, after securing Hester's word that she will 
accompany him, to act. This act, through his own choice of a blind woman 
as a witness and Hester's refusal to submerge herself in his act of 
theater or fantasy, does not bring him satisfaction; it is only when he 
abandons himself to death, about which none of us have a choice, that he 
finds some degree of satisfaction. Diddy is not able to put himself at a 
distance from his choices and is, therefore, unable to make choices which 
satisfy him. It is this matter of personal satisfaction which most 
separates Diddy from Hippolyte. Then, by analogy, can we say that Diddy 
is mad because he is not satisfied with himself and thinks himself insane? 
The difference then between the eccentric and the madman is this: the 
eccentric has a self-respect, born of a certain degree of personal 
satisfaction, that allows him to choose sanity. 
In the preceding discussion of The Benefactor, Hippolyte's pursuit 
of, and desire for, solitude sets the stage for Diddy's push-pull attitude 
--------~~~~-
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towards solitude. While Hippolyte can handle solitude and even be happy 
in it, Diddy cannot; he craves it yet fears it. Hippolyte the eccentric 
is like a diver into the ocean; he will emerge and manage to float on the 
surface. Diddy the madman is not diving; he is plunging downward out of 
control, drowning. I have also opened the door for my discussion of Kit~s 
narrative voice. The dynamic of this voice, or more accurately voices, 
attests to Diddy~s unsuccessful struggle to come to the surface and stay 
afloat. 
34 
CHAPTER TWO: THE NARRATIVE VOICE IN DEATH KIT 
While the narrator of Death Kit is most often perhaps in the 
third-person voice, Death Kit is,·by no means, a third-person narrative in 
its entirety. On several significant occasions the narrative voice is in 
the second person. Shortly after Diddy kills Incardona for the first 
time, we get a third-person side by side with a second-person voice: 
He has retraced his steps; when he reaches the third 
car from the end, mounted the train; passed along 
the corridors; regained the compartment. His 
compartment. Our compartment (25). 
I read "Our compartment" as an admission that the narrator is in that 
compartment and, therefore, in the story. Nowhere in the novel is the 
reader given reason by the text to believe that any character but Diddy 
could possibly be the narrator. Again, this time in relation to Hester, 
we get the second-person voice: "The girl, being blind, has become a 
thing; discussed as if she weren~t even present in our compartment" (42). 
When the train reaches its destination, the narrator says, "Upon 
arriving at our common destination" (43), a neutral statement with regard 
to the narrator~s identity that does not work against my view that Diddy 
is the narrator. The second-person "we" and "us" put the narrator in the 
car with his fellow workers and an Oriental chauffeur on the way to a 
business meeting. "Us" and "we" are present at the meeting itself: "Most 
of us were already seated at the oval table" (148). And "(Now) we were 
ready, the group complete" (168). And "We all look rather genial this 
morning" (191). 
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The only pattern I can see to Sontag's use of the second-person voice 
is this: it occurs in connection with Diddy's fellow travelers and fellow 
workers, but it does not occur in relation to Diddy and Hester as a 
couple. The narrator never makes use of we, us, or our when referring to 
the couple. The logic of this, indeed if it has a "logic" in the 
traditional sense, seems backwards. Why does the narrator link himself to 
those he is traveling with, though Hester is of course in that group, and 
those he works with, but not to his "beloved"? Kit is a narration of 
breakdown as the oneness of Dalton Harron breaks into three, two of whom I 
think are Diddy. In relation to Hester and her aunt, there are, at least, 
two instances in which the narrator seems to be talking to "himself"; we 
first see and hear the narrator talking to "himself" on the train and in 
the tunnel while Diddy is trying to deal with Incardona's body immediately 
after killing him. Let's start at the beginning of these 
talking-to-"himself" instances and see if, by looking at these occurrences 
chronologically, a pattern emerges. 
The train, on which "Diddy the Good" is riding when the novel opens, 
breaks down and with it, at least for the narrator, the day: 
From the instant the compartment went dark, no one 
spoke. We wanted to wait, to be in silence as well 
as darkness. Then, after an endurable pause, resume 
our desultory conversations on the far side of the 
tunnel at the exact point at which they'd broken off 
(14). 
The "We" brings the reader to a halt, for it places the narrator on the 
train. This "we" is not long in resurfacing, and this time it is more 
intrusive: 
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Then, suddenly, the day failed. So did our 
conversation. Diddy remembered this tunnel two 
hours out of the city. But why didn~t the lights in 
the compartment and the corridor go on? No? All 
right then (14). 
For me, the statement about what Diddy remembered, followed by the 
question about the lights, then the rhetorical "No?" and the !-win "All 
right then" reads like a person having a fairly one-sided argument with 
him or herself. The "No?" doesn~t have to be rhetorical to fit; if this 
"No?" is not rhetorical then one side of Diddy has had, in the passage 
quoted above, his memory severely questioned and been found lacking. 
The talking-to-"himself" interchange which immediately follows Diddy 
killing Incardona for the first time presents another perspective: 
What if Diddy drags the body a few steps back, where 
he can leave it in a sitting position against the 
front of the train? Done. Can~t keep the upper 
torso, the part that~s clothed in an undershirt, 
from slumping forward. Watch out! The body~s about 
to keel over on its bare face (23). 
In the first two sentences, one side of the narrative voice suggests a way 
of handling the dead body while the voice~s other half does as the first 
voice suggests and announces its accomplishment: "Done." In what remains 
of this passage, one side of the narrative voice explains that the body 
tends to slump forward. The other half of the voice calls the explainer 
voice back to the action with "Watch out!" The explainer voice is so 
engrossed, as writing does engross one, in describing what is taking place 
that "he" must be brought back from the act of explaining-describing an 
act to the act itself. The clause about the "upper torso" and the clause 
which defines "upper torso" are, in my view, a concession by Diddy the 
narrator to the dead workman who might need upper torso defined. Diddy 
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doesn~t want to talk over the dead man~s head; Dalton Harron isn~t that 
kind of man. 
Immediately on the heels of Diddy disposing of the body, and for the 
first and only time, the narrator makes use of the first-person I: 
All along, I thought it was my death I carried 
within myself. Like an interminable pregnancy which 
would nevertheless end one day, quite unpredictably. 
But it wasn~t my death coming, it was someone 
else~s. That~s the Done-Done I always dreaded. 
Guilt gives way to more fear. I~m closed in. 
Trapped. I was brought here to do this. Diddy has 
killed a dark man in a dark tunnel. Diddy the 
Stupefied has never felt more alive (24). 
Is this usage of the first-person I a result of Diddy having never 
felt more alive? I think it is. I also think the declaration of which 
the "I" is the subject bears directly on the title "Death Kit." Death 
brings us to the surface, submerged as we are in the grind of the 
everyday, business-as-usual, commonplace of life. Likewise, fear, dread, 
and terror bring us to the surface, and those moments too produce the 
sensations which make us feel "more alive." The kit of life is in a 
certain sense a kit of death. While this is, as I claim Sontag~s second 
novel to be, a decidedly dark vision, it is not an altogether spurious 
one. If we juxtapose this "I" passage with the conscious act of theater, 
the spectacle for a blind lady, that helps form the· conclusion of Death 
Kit, we can I think see the novel in something akin to a hopeful light. 
We can, I think, understand something of Cary Nelson~s viewpoint when he 
writes: 
The resurrected workman, the liberated 
Hester--familiar and personalized figures--are 
Diddy~s playmates in a magic world of infinite 
duplication (20). 
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Nelson sees this liberation through fantasy, which brings to my mind 
Marcuse's Essay on Liberation and Eros and Civilization, as being the 
result of the fact that by the conclusion of Kit Diddy "dwells exclusively 
in the huge world of his own head" (20). 
If it is all in Diddy's head, then whether or not Hester is murdered 
or another workman for the railroad is murdered doesn't matter, for it is 
all a fantasy anyway. If the hovel's ending is the final act of Death Kit 
"the play," the only act which for Diddy is a conscious act, an act of 
theater and nothing more, then the question of murder is of no more 
concern than it is on Nelson's view, for actors in plays don't really get 
murdered. But, Death Kit is soaked in the juices of unfulfilled desire 
and frustration-dissatisfaction to such a degree that it cannot give 
itself entirely to fantasy or theater. Diddy is, as Nelson points out and 
we must not forget, a commonplace man. I claim that he is chained to 
myths which overwhelm and thereby control him. This point is discussed 
more fully in the Death Kit-as-theater section of this paper. Let me 
continue now with my examination of those instances in which the narrator 
is talking to "himself." 
In the passage quoted earlier, in which Diddy is dealing with the 
dead body of the workman, trying to keep it in a sitting position, an 
explainer voice and a doer voice seem to be working as a team, but in 
later passages the two voices are at odds. In attempting to understand 
this narrative voice that talks to itself, let us take a look at William 
H. Gass' essay, "On Talking to Oneself" as it appears in Habitations of 
the Word. Gass labels the two sides of the voice that talks to itself: 
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Still, we should remember that we comprise true 
Siamese twins, fastened by language and feeling, and 
better than any bed; because when we talk to 
ourselves we divide into the self which is all ear 
and the self which is all mouth. Yet which one of 
us is which? Does the same self do most of the 
talking while a second self soaks it up, or is there 
a real conversation (212)? 
In Death Kit, the "all ear" or doer self is, in my view, more often 
at odds or disgusted with the "all mouth" or explainer voice, or 
vice-versa, than the two voices are in "real conversation." On one 
occasion the "ear" or doer voice seems to be crying out against the 
explainer or "mouth's" cautious, reasonable approach. The instance occurs 
when Diddy is thinking of a quick marriage to Hester: 
This week. Or downtown, at City Hall, the day she 
was discharged. For that speed, he'd even put up 
with having Mrs. Nayburn as godmother and witness. 
But perhaps Hester wouldn't want to be rushed. 
Don't! Diddy would count himself blessed if she 
consented to live with him on a trial basis (187). 
For me, the "Don't!" cries out, a single word against the intervention and 
domination of reason and good sense in the form of moderation. The "ear" 
or doer voice wants to be swept onward by the intensity of it all. When 
the "mouth" or explainer voice expresses caution--"But perhaps Hester 
wouldn't want to be rushed"--the "ear" or doer voice cries in protest 
"Don't!" as the explainer-"mouth" voice had cried "Watch out!" to the 
"ear" or doer that was handling the dead body of the workman. Or, was it 
the doer voice calling the explainer voice back to the action? We come 
face to face with Gass' question: "Yet which one of us is which?" 
My last example of the narrator talking-to-"himself" directly relates 
to Gass' question. The extremely problematic nature of this question can 
-------------------------------------
40 
be seen in the following passage from Kit. Diddy has had dinner with 
Hester's aunt, Mrs. Nayburn: 
Diddy let the taxi go in front of Mrs. Nayburn's 
rooming house. At their final goodnights, the new 
found tenderness for the woman flared up again. But 
quickly, quickly. "See you tomorrow, dear. And 
thanks for the lovely dinner." Faster. Diddy walks 
past the Institute (204). 
Is the doer or "ear" voice prodding the explainer or "mouth" to keep the 
story moving so that Diddy can get back to the Institute in time to see 
Hester, or is the explainer or "mouth" voice simply prodding "himself"? 
There is also the possibility that the "mouth" or explainer voice-self has 
had quite enough of Mrs. Nayburn. Note that when Diddy's "new found 
tenderness for the woman flared up again" the explainer voice says "But 
quickly, quickly." The explainer or "mouth" self has had enough of the 
aunt and the effect she has had on the doer or "ear" self. The reader 
will see, in my discussion of words as opposed to touch, that for Diddy 
Mrs. Nayburn's words have a negative power. He tries to combat this power 
by engaging her in small talk. This strategy, and it clearly is a 
strategy in a sense that Norman Holland would appreciate, does not always 
work. When he allows the aunt's words to cause him to ignore her 
humanity, Diddy does himself further damage, for he adds to the guilt, 
which at this point in the plot, is beginning to crush at least one of the 
narrative voices. 
In looking at the passage above, let me draw on what Holland has to 
say concerning the reader: "he constructs his characteristic way of 
achieving what he wishes and defeating what he fears" (125). If we 
replace Holland's reader with Diddy, we see that with Mrs. Nayburn, as 
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with Myra Incardona and Hester, Diddy's "characteristic way of achieving 
what he wishes and defeating what he fears" is not effective; in fact, it 
breaks down. 
* * * 
If the narrative voice in Kit is the voice of Diddy, as the use of 
the first-person "I" and second-person "we, our, and us" suggest that it 
fs, then we can see that Dalton Harron is split in three. With this split 
at the front of our consciousness, let us look at the battle going on 
inside the protagonist within the following passage: 
Diddy, like any animal, has two eyes. Let's suppose 
that one eye is diseased, or has been traumatized. 
That stands for Incardona's death, and its attendant 
enigmas. The other eye is a perfectly healthy 
organ. That one stands for his tie with Hester, and 
their deepening connection with each other. With 
this condition how could he have been such a fool? 
Foolish enough to expect one's clear-sighted eye can 
remain uncontaminated by the diseased one (160). 
If we substitute two selfs for "two eyes," we·come face to face with 
the fact that, unlike the animals, Diddy has an unconscious and a 
conscious self, and this combination produces a third self which is 
forever with the other two selfs. It is a self which stays at a distance; 
it is the self of civilization, a civilized self at its most civilized. 
The conscious self is also civilized but, being nearer the unconscious, 
its interaction with the unconscious makes it less pure than that third, 
more distant self. This brings to mind, I know, the id, ego, and 
super-ego triad as well it should for, as I said early on in this paper, 
the ghost of Freud is virtually always near at hand in my reading of Death 
Kit. In talking about this third voice I will make use of the term 
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super-ego. The super-ego-third voice or self comes to us in a purely 
third-person form; its distance from the action gives it an objective tone 
the squabbling second-person voice is incapable of presenting. Note that 
the second-person voice works as a team when dealing with the freshly 
killed worker; this collaboration spawns the narrative's only example of 
the first-person "I." So, a "dark man" killed "in a dark tunnel" spawns a 
metaphorically dark child-the narrative "I." This "I" is too full of 
"fear" and "guilt" to surface again as an I, in the first person. We get 
several instances of two voices within this I, the doer and explainer or 
"all ear" and "all mouth" voices, and the tensions between them, but much 
of the novel is the voice of the third self which wants to be objective 
but is usually critical of Diddy, critical that is of itself. 
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CHAPTER THREE: WORDS AND TOUCH IN DEATH KIT 
The theme of word and touch, their opposition and complicity, runs 
through Death Kit like freeways through Los Angeles County. The narrator, 
in the third-person voice, puts touch and word in opposition to one 
another early on in the novel. Immediately following the first time 
Hester and Diddy make love, which of course is shortly after the first 
time Diddy kills the workman in the tunnel, we get the following passage: 
How far apart they are (now), even in the tiny space 
of the lavatory. The gluey touch is forgotten, the 
damp hair, and the sweet rubbing and melting. Diddy 
has let that go, as a common thing, and stands 
behind his tray of words (35). 
The immediacy with which Diddy resumes, once his body is separate 
from Hester's, his post behind "his tray of words" is emphasized by the 
"(now)." Sontag makes use of this device, this "(now)," throughout the 
novel. During my first reading of Kit, I found it distracting to the 
point of being irritating. But, during the second reading it added to the 
novel's sense of immediacy. Usually the "(now)" simply filled a space, 
serving the same function in a phrase or sentence that any now can be 
expected to serve. "(Now)" is often placed in a sentence where its 
context would not make it absolutely necessary. When the device is taken 
far enough, it almost confuses the issue by its very emphasis on 
time-immediacy: "Diddy could hear the dealer's irregular, heavy 
breathing--indication, even before the man spoke (now), of his alarm" 
(16). For me, this sentence seems to confuse the issue of time-immediacy 
by overemphasizing it. This is not, however, a typical usage of "(now)"; 
the first passage is more typical of Sontag's employment of the device; it 
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doesn't inject any confusion into the sentence it is used in or the 
passage as a whole. It works, for me, as an emphasizer; it emphasizes the 
continual movement of time. It also works as an alarm, like buzz words 
for some readers, only in my case this alarm, the series of "(now)" s that 
run like a highway through Death Kit, allows me to surface from the ocean 
of words. It brings me out of Kit and back to me in the act of reading. 
To continue with the passage quoted above, I note that Diddy quickly 
shoves "his tray of words" between himself and the "damp ••• sweet" memory 
of touch. With the passage of time, his estrangement from that memory 
becomes even more pronounced. Diddy is now alone in his hotel room, 
trying to figure out what happened and why. He berates himself for 
confessing to a woman instead of the priest: 
A priest is accustomed to receiving lurid 
confessions, and pledged to keeping them absolutely 
secret. And a priest carr instruct the sinner on how 
to become innocent again, can tell him, Go, and sin 
no more. Not that Diddy could ever really believe 
in the literal validity of a priest's absolution. 
But it was at least more shapely, more definite than 
the vague informal quittance or release from his 
crime which he had sought in carnal intimacy with 
the girl. What a fool he'd been. Crawling back for 
the familiar tender indulgence of women (5l). 
Diddy is now hours removed from the touch in sex of Hester. What was 
quickly set aside "as a common thing" is now a flaw in his character, 
something to be ashamed of. Diddy immediately turned his and Hester's 
act, their physical coupling, into an abstraction; now he transforms that 
act into something which shows him to be less of a man than he should be. 
The sentence (above) about sublimation through sex sounds like the words 
of any "expensively educated" man of the late 20th century; it places 
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Hester and Diddy~s act of fucking (and I use that word for its earthy, 
organic power at the other end of the spectrum from clinic-sounding 
abstractions) in a "supplementary" role. The flesh he had grasped is now 
a term, two words: "sexual intimacy." It is fitting that Diddy should 
berate himself for not turning to the priest, for the priest is, of 
course, officially connected to .the word, the first and true word. 
The flesh and its pleasures are immediately set aside as " .. common. 
With time and in solitude, they are renounced in favor of the word, even 
though Diddy cannot believe in the "literal validity" of the word in the 
form of a priest~s absolution. So, is Diddy a typical "expensively 
educated, gently reared" man? Is he a typical "civilized" man? Let us 
juxtapose the opening of Kit and the two passages quoted above with the 
following from Freud~s "Reflections upon War and Death" in mind. Freud is 
answering here the question or how one reaches "a higher plane of 
morality": 
The first answer is sure to be: He is good and 
noble from his very birth, his very earliest 
beginnings. We need not consider this any further. 
A second answer will suggest that we are concerned 
with a developmental process, and will probably 
assume that this developmental process consists in 
eradicating from him the evil human tendencies and, 
under the influence of education and civilized 
environment, replacing them by good ones. From that 
standpoint it is certainly astonishing that evil 
should show itself to have such power in those that 
have been thus nurtured (113). 
I read the "Diddy the Good" of the novel~s opening sentence--"Diddy 
the Good was taking a business trip" (1)--as a nod through its fairy 
tale-like naming of the novel~s protagonist towards Freud~s "first 
answer," a nod exploded by Sontag as it is passed over by Freud. After 
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beginning with the fairy tale "Diddy the Good," Sontag ends the novel's 
first paragraph with "Himself, and childhood friends apart, the right name 
was Dalton" ( 1). The reader is then presented with a paragraph on Dalton 
Harron; this paragraph is the narrator's only extended mention of Dalton. 
The protagonist is referred to as Dalton by Hester, her aunt, and Diddy's 
fellow workers; his brother, Paul, and the narrator refer to the 
protagonist as Diddy: 
Dalton Harron, in full: a mild fellow, gently 
reared in a middle-sized city in Pennsylvania and 
expensively educated. A good-natured child, the . 
older son of civilized parents who had quietly died. 
(Now) a rather handsome man of thirty-three. 
Quieter than he once was. A little fussy, perhaps; 
somewhat sententious. Used to getting an answer 
when he spoke politely to someone, and never 
reconciled to the brutal manners of the metropolis 
in which (now) he lived. But unresentful. The sort 
of man who doesn't mistreat women, never loses his 
credit cards or breaks a plate while washing up, 
works conscientiously at his job, lends money to 
friends graciously, walks his dog at midnight no 
matter how tired he feels. The sort of man it's 
hard to dislike, and whom disaster avoids (2). 
For me, this thumbnail character sketch reads like the opening 
paragraph of a feature article in the Sunday newspaper. It could in fact 
be the opening paragraph about the murder of a young blind woman and the 
subsequent suicide of her killer--Dalton Harron. The rest of the novel 
explodes the myth of Dalton Harron as presented in this paragraph. 
Freud's "second answer" applies, I think, to why Diddy so readily 
sets aside the pleasures of touch, in this case through sex, in favor of 
words, why he goes on to berate himself for turning to the girl instead of 
the priest. Commonplace Diddy has placed sex, as society so commonly 
does, in the category of "evil human tendencies." If we think of the sex 
-------------------------- ~~-~------
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act as the ultimate touch; then touch becomes evil. It is through the 
word that the sex act is transformed from what-is into the abstraction 
designated by the word. Diddy~s actions bear fictional witness to the 
truth of the last sentence of the passage from Freud. 
Diddy is sensitive to the overuse of words; this sensitivity is born, 
I think, of his respect for words, his belief in their importance. He is 
offended by the "constant talking" of Hester~s aunt. It likewise offends 
Hester, but the aunt~s touch acts as a balance in Hester and her aunt~s 
relationship. The aunt is also able to make use of other people~s words 
in a way that pleases Hester. Diddy asks Hester if she loves her aunt; 
she replies: 
Oh, no. Not love. But I like things she does. Her 
constant talking is awful, but I like her touching 
me. And reading to me (38). 
The aunt does not read to Diddy, and their relationship has no solid basis 
in touch. Diddy has to make a conscious, concentrated effort if his 
senses are to survive her "indiscriminate chatter": 
But her aunt~s indiscriminate chatter and his 
necessarily mechanical responses have muted Diddy~s 
energies for perceiving, silenced his feelings, 
frozen the nerves that animate his flesh (89). 
He runs into similar difficulties when he visits the widow of the 
workman he thinks he has killed. The widow, Myra Incardona, is doing all 
the talking, and the effect of her talk, her words, is not to mute his 
perception so much as to distort and hypnotize it. Diddy~s vision goes 
wild, and Myra begins to grow in size; it is with his own words that Diddy 
is able to combat her growth: 
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As long as Diddy went on asking questions, Myra 
Incardona looked less mammoth in size. Empty words 
have their use after all ( 123). 
Diddy finds safety in his questions; her answers are predictable: 
To this question--and by (now), to many more--Diddy 
already knew what answer the wanan would make. No 
solutions to his enigmas here. Each promising lead 
destined to be quickly overthrown (124). 
It is at this point that Myra "reads" Diddy's mind; she says: "I know 
what you're trying to do. Put words in my mouth" (124). She's right of 
course. His questions are based on his certainty that he is reading her 
mind. Myra's accurate yet mistaken (he has entered her house under false 
pretenses, so she cannot be aware of his true motives) reading of Diddy's 
mind comes in the form of a cliche: "I know what you're trying to do. 
Put words in my mouth." I assume that cliches are, at least for Diddy, 
"empty words," so Myra's use of a cliche affirms "empty words have their 
use after all." To a critic concerned with Sontag's relationship with 
what Ihab Hassan has called "the literature of silence," this fictional 
encounter with the word might well be seen as a defense of the word, or at 
least an acknowledgement that the word is not inherently bad. Myra's 
words are, after all, as accurate as they are mistaken. It is Diddy's 
lying words which cause Myra to be mistaken; her words, insofar as they 
are the product of a consciousness that knows the man is up to something 
fishy, are accurate. Myra is angry and verbally attacks Diddy; at the end 
of her tirade Diddy says "I'm sorry" and the narrator informs the reader 
that he means it. Does his meaning these words ("I'm sorry"), which are 
so often made "empty" by their usage, further affirm that "empty words 
have their use after all"? Not so far as Myra's action is concerned: 
~--- -----------------------------
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"Myra didn~t even seem to hear Diddy~s words, but sailed on" (125). 
Diddy~s "I~m sorry" is ignored, but the positive power of words can be 
seen elsewhere in the novel. 
Hester speaks positively of being blind, seeing it positively for 
perhaps the first time; the effect of her words on Diddy is profound: 
Diddy, in his chair, feels her words as an immense 
blow. Though they take a few moments to traverse 
some unidentified distance. A good blow, like the 
harsh stroke of an osteopath knocking a dislocated 
shoulder into place. Not painful at first. The 
flow is moving out, in ever widening circles. (Now) 
Diddy feels--there~s no other word for it--exact. 
Exactly where he is; being exactly where and how he 
wants to be. Can a few quiet words do that? Strip 
something away to permit this feeling, one he~s 
never had before in his life? Not ever. Like being 
in the very center of something dense, surging, and 
resilient. In the center, but with no sense of 
being pressed in on all sides. A feeling of 
plenitude, instead. And of harrowing lucidity 
(156). 
I read "something dense, surging, and resilient" as a mini-description of 
life, so Hester~s words have enabled Diddy to feel at the center of life 
rather than confined or smothered by it. But this feeling is fleeting: 
(Now) the blow, having rushed past him, already 
light years away, begins to ache. Tears rinse his 
eyes. Falling towards the mattress, the crown of 
his head against Hester~s left thigh, Diddy comes 
undone (156) • 
It is in the nature of the spoken word to strike suddenly and to just 
as suddenly be gone. Diddy~s "tray of words" is, in a very real sense, 
unnatural. While most of Diddy~s references to the word focus on its 
relationship to speaking, the power of the "tray of words" transcends that 
relationship. It is that first explicit reference to the word--Diddy~s 
"tray of words"--after Hester and Diddy first make love that hangs 
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ominously over the action of the novel. This "tray of words" is not 
fleeting; it is a sort of foundation or handbook for civilized living. I 
see this "tray of words" as functioning in a way strikingly similar to 
what Martin Heidegger, in "The Word of Nietzsche: God is Dead" from the 
collection The question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, refers to 
as "the encircling sphere": 
The preservation of the level of power belonging to 
the will at any given time consists in the will's 
surrounding itself with an encircling sphere of that 
which it can reliably grasp at, each time, as 
something behind itself, in order on the basis of it 
to contend for its own security. That encircling 
sphere bounds off the constant reserve of what 
presences (ousia, in the everyday meaning of this 
term for the Greeks) that is immediately at the 
disposal of the will (83-84). 
This "sphere," like Diddy's "tray of words," provides a basis for an 
ordering of the universe. This role makes it considerably more important 
than sensual act of touching. Diddy's "tray of words" bears the mark of 
"Enframing"; in the title essay of the Heidegger collection cited above we 
get the following: 
But Enframing does not simply endanger man in his 
relationship to himself and to everything that is. 
As a destining, it banishes man into that kind of 
revealing which is an ordering (27). 
When Diddy grasps but quickly loses the sensation of being at one with 
life--"being exactly where and how he wants to be"--it is the power of 
"Enframing" that undoes him. Heidegger writes: 
The rule of Enframing threatens man with the 
possibility that it could be denied to him to enter 
into a more original revealing and hence to 
experience the call of a more primal truth (28). 
51 
While Diddy seems vaguely aware of the power this "Enframing" has 
over him, it is too strong for him to combat, a fact that at least one of 
Diddy the narrator~s voices is aware of. The possibilities for liberation 
in the writings of Antonin Artaud, which are essential to my view of Kit 
as a four-act play, attempt to answer "the call of a more primal truth." 
In order to heed this call, Artaud turns from the culture of the West to 
the culture of the East. Diddy is not capable of so radical a shift in 
thought; his "tray of words" weighs him down. This "tray of words" does 
not allow Diddy access to Heidegger~s "more original revealing"; Diddy is 
stuck in "that revealing which is an ordering." 
In his "Science and Reflection," Heidegger tells us that "since the 
beginning of the modern period in the seventeenth century, the word ~real~ 
has meant the same thing as ~certain~" (162). If the real is that which 
is certain, Diddy cannot do otherwise than become undone when Hester~s 
words rush past him,. for "the real" tells him that Hester~s words-"Being 
blind does make one see better in a way. Nothing is either ugly or 
beautiful. When that~s not of concern an awful lot of scum is blown off 
the mind and the feelings" (156)--are nothing but the romantic 
rationalizations of a blind person, metaphorically beautiful but in 
reality nonsense. 
Let me pursue the connection between the "real" as a product of 
"Enframing" and Diddy~s "tray of words" a bit further. While Hester is in 
the hospital, Diddy decides, since he knows she likes to be read to, to 
read Jane Austen~s novels to her. It is his preoccupation with the ideal, 
a preoccupation nourished by his "tray of words" yet in opposition to what 
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the "tray" tells him is "real," that leads him to choose someone else's 
words: 
Diddy's expressive baritone voice and his educated 
pronunciation bespeak an authority and compel a 
respect that Diddy the Whole, speaking his own 
words, is not always able to command. As do the 
abstract certainties about pleasure and discord 
proposed in the novels Diddy has chosen to read 
(210). 
For me, Austen's words function in Death Kit as a component of Diddy's 
"tray of words" which he shoves between himself and the profound but 
"common" power of touch, particularly as it manifests itself in the sex 
act. This "tray of words" has formed "Diddy the Whole," but, in so doing, 
it has shrunk him, and now the reality which is his flesh and blood self 
is not equal to the "real" which Austen's words portray. The "abstract 
certainties" contained in Austen's words are, for the narrator, "outdated 
sentiments" and these "sentiments" are part of the "Enframing" which 
creates "a standing reserve" that constitutes the "real" and is powerful 
in a way that "Diddy the Whole" can never be. Like the "encircling 
sphere" of which Heidegger writes, Diddy's "tray of words," while meant to 
serve his (our) need of security and order, has overwhelmed-overpowered 
"Diddy the Whole," shrinking him as Nietzsche's Zarathustra describes the 
people being shrunk by "the doctrine of happiness and virtue." A crucial 
difference in the "encircling sphere" as opposed to the "tray of words" is 
that the words do not encircle us. They do not, therefore, make us as 
secure as the "sphere" on which the "will" can "immediately" draw, but, by 
the same token, the words cannot so entrap us as can the "encircling 
sphere." The question of whether or not the "complicity" of touch and 
53 
word that Diddy desires can be equated with "the encircling sphere" will 
have to be dealt with by someone else, for I turn now to other aspects of 
the word vs. touch theme in Death Kit. 
While we can see a similarity in Diddy's usage of and ~ttitude 
towards the word in his relations with Hester's aunt and Myra Incardona, 
his relationship to the only male he might call a friend, fellow worker 
Jim Allen, shows no explicit concern with the word. Diddy "wanted Jim 
Allen to feel easy with him, he wanted to be close to Hester" (68). He 
likewise wants Hester's aunt and Myra Incardona to feel at ease with him, 
but the obstacles he faces in achieving that ease are connected with an 
explicit concern with words on the part of the narrator. A similarly 
explicit concern is not a part of his dealings with Jim. 
We know that Diddy is bored by talk about business. His job 
responsibilities are to be kept in their place, a predominately 
one-dimensional and unproblematic place, but Jim's talk about business is 
not represented to the reader as "boring words." His racist, stupid 
jokes, while noted by Diddy, do not distort or mute Diddy's perceptions; 
he "doesn't mind Jim's abrasive.coarseness" (73). It is only within the 
confined space of a limousine with four other men that words are 
explicitly addressed: 
Diddy felt himself to be under a different 
dispensation than the others. Exempted from tacking 
on to those indigestible strips of words being 
exchanged by the three men seated in a row to his 
left more strips of words; his words, which were 
bound to be sticky as taffy or tough like overchewed 
bubble gum. Allen, Katz, and What's-his-name, 
sitting side by side, sunk deep in the grey felt 
upholstery. Jim not perceptibly different from and 
no more human than the rest of the trio; and Diddy 
----------------------~-- -
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no fonder of him than the others. Nothing remained. 
Mr. Dalton Harron in the jump seat maintains, always 
has maintained, exacting standards for personal 
relations, though life has promised him nothing. 
Knows that idle conversation of one with three 
cannot be, fully, the word-and-paper-clogged plenum 
of business, unswallowable but at least necessary or 
anyway justifiable. But it is already too many for 
real talk. One with three is a middle condition, 
serving nobody. The number precludes genuine 
nourishment, which is possible, when it's possible, 
with one. Only one other (72). 
The difference between and/ or similarity of the "empty words" of 
Hester's aunt or the widow Incardona and the "indigestible" and "sticky" 
words of Diddy's fellow workers doesn't interest me much. What does 
interest me is the "Mr. Dalton Harron." I read this as a further 
criticism by Diddy the narrator of the Dalton Harron described in the 
no-loose-ends paragraph quoted earlier in this paper. Dalton Harron may 
be his "real name," but the narrator does not see Dalton Harron as 
sovereign. Diddy the narrator knows that "Diddy the Good" is not Dalton 
Harron and possibly never was: "Dalton Harron is no longer Diddy the 
Good, if indeed he ever was" (166). The narrator is simply Diddy; the 
narrator will not concede sovereignty to Dalton Harron so far as 
"realness" is concerned. The "Mr." in "Mr. Dalton Harron" is, therefore, 
a mocking "Mr." 
Since the narrator puts strict limits on the number of people allowed 
if "genuine nourishment" is to be had, let us briefly focus on "idle 
conversation" and its relationship to the number of people involved in it. 
The idea that "genuine nourishment, when possible at all, is only possible 
between two people is exploded later in the novel by the fact that Diddy 
is not nourished but rather ravaged by the one-to-one situation. 
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Hippolyte"'s view that "true vigor" is born of "separateness" comes to mind 
here: the one-to-one situation lends itself to a loss of "separateness"; 
whereas, a four-way conversation works, by its very numbers, to emphasize 
the separateness of the four individuals. 
Even more than Diddy, Dalton is a product of "Enframing" for Dalton 
does not see the trap that "Enframing" can be; Diddy, on the other hand, 
knows, whether he cares to straightforwardly admit it or not, that he is 
caught. Diddy wants, while Dalton expects, the ideal that finds its 
ultimate expression in the idea of man and wife as one flesh, Hippolyte 
has rejected such a possibility. He is of the belief that "genuine 
nourishment" is found within the single, separate self. 
Let us turn now to the power of touch. In a scene describing one of 
Diddy"'s visits to Hester in hospital, we see its power, without the aid of 
sex, to make "ordinary conversation" not painful but "soothing." He 
enters the room. Hester asks him not to speak; they embrace, then: 
The dialogue of intimacy sustained, even when they 
begin to talk. Hester seems less guarded, 
enigmatic. Sitting upright (now); knees bent and 
drawn together, her spine curved like a bow. They 
are holding something like.an ordinary conversation, 
the kind Diddy often finds insufferable, but which 
he finds soothing, reassuring (now) (113). 
In my view, the setting of this "dialogue of intimacy," which allows 
"ordinary conversation" to be "soothing" rather than "insufferable," is of 
paramount importance. The setting is, of course, a hospital, and a 
hospital is not a place-space for sex; the work done here is in constant 
confrontation and/or conversation with the body, but it holds itself 
separate from the temptations of the flesh--at least it"'s supposed to. 
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Sex as an "evil tendency" is, in effect, barred from this space-place. Is 
it only by putting restraints on the potential of touch to become sexual 
activity that touch and words can work together in a "soothing" fashion? 
If this interaction can be labeled "genuine nourishment," must there 
always be restraints against pleasure-oriented-rather-than-procreation-
oriented sex if such nourishment is to be had? 
Let us attempt now to piece together the narrator's position with 
regard to touch. Touch is of profound importance in Diddy's relationship 
with blind Hester: 
Hester seems to be looking at him. 
As she did yesterday, she can direct toward an 
intelligent facsimile-look with movements of her 
head. But never real looking: an exiting from the 
head by means of sight, an exchange of looks, 
complicity with the eyes. The faces of the blind 
are not in dialogue with other faces as faces. Only 
with other faces as flesh. Touch, the sole 
complicity (89). 
This is Diddy the narrator's speculation on blindness; close behind this 
passage we have Diddy trying to read Hester's expression: 
Something stirs in her face. Around the mouth, 
that's where we must look. If for ordinary people 
the eyes rule the face, with blind people it must be 
the mouth. There was the complicity he sought. Not 
of eyes and looks. But of mouth and touch (90-91). 
I wish to make two points in relation to these passages: (1) The use 
of the word "complicity" strikes me as significant. The word's 
association with accomplice as in a crime is of interest because Diddy and 
Hester are, of course, accomplices to murder. That she doesn't believe he 
has actually killed anyone does not change the fact that by not going to 
the police Hester is, under the law, an accomplice to murder. (2) The 
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mouth is, of course, the instrument with which we form spoken words; it is 
also what we use to taste. Diddy wants a complicity of "mouth and touch." 
Does Hester arrive at such a complicity when, after a long, intense 
argument, Hester uses her mouth, as a touching taster of things, to touch 
Diddy in such a way as to draw him away from words? 
Hester has slipped farther down under the covers; is 
taking his sex in her mouth. Diddy groans, throws 
back the blanket, presses on the back of her head 
with his hand. She~s devouring him, taking him 
inside her, pulling him toward her. Dragging him 
away from thinking, from memory, from words~ from 
Paul. Let all that go, then. It doesn~t matter. 
No, it does. But can wait until tomorrow (253). 
Thus, touch can be an escape from, as well as obstacle to, thought and 
word. Touch is used here as a way to temporarily forget that which needs 
forgetting, but the narrator seems to talk "himself" out of letting "all 
that go" for good. Within the context of Death Kit, sexual touch is 
little more than a method or device by which we can temporarily forget 
and, thereby, reduce what Artaud refers to as the "cruelty" of life. It 
does not, like the "chatter" of Hester~ s aunt or Myra Incardona, simply 
mute or hypnotize; it, at least temporarily, erases the memory and 
evaporates the consciousness. Hester and Diddy reach a point where they 
are making love three or four times a day; it is at this time that the 
erasure-power of sex is addressed explicitly: 
The vertigo of sex. The miniature frontal lobotomy 
that follows orgasm. Diddy drifting off, but not 
exactly into sleep. And sometimes wishing he dared 
to propose to Hester, Let~s die together. Let~s 





The power of touch extends beyond actual flesh-against-flesh contact; 
it has the power, through its connection to sex and, I would assume, 
physical violence, to interfere with the word without making 
flesh-against-flesh contact: 
The heat and moist odors flowing off her body had 
begun to suffuse Diddy's mind, blurring his 
thoughts, interposing a tense vapor between his 
ability to reason and the crystalline word-blocks 
stacked in his mouth and ready to be fired off 
(249). 
It is shortly after this passage that Hester performs the act of fellatio 
that drags Diddy "away fran thinking, from memory, from words." In short, 
Hester drags Diddy "away from" that on which reason and rational action 
are based. Is this good or bad, right or wrong? It. is my view that Diddy 
the narrator cannot decide. It has already been established that Diddy 
has trouble making choices. The reader knows that Diddy's "tray of words" 
forms the bottom line for his responses to anything that happens, be it 
physical or mental. In connection with this "tray of words," which I read 
as that which a civilized person has immediately at hand when negotiating 
the twists and turns of life, we have light and darkness associated with 
word and touch respectively. It is, of course, a common practice for 
light and darkness to be used as symbols for good and evil. The 
connection here is Biblical, in a quirky kind of way. Diddy had, you will 
remember, berated himself for turning to Hester and sex, after the first 
encounter with the workman, instead of the priest and the word. The 
priest is, after all, a representative of the Bible's true word." It is 
my view that the Bible played a significant role in the development of 
Diddy's "tray of words." Let us look at two passages which, I think, 
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illustrate the Biblical implications of the word as opposed to touch theme 
and Sontag's mating of the word with light. 
Diddy and Hester are about to make love in the darkness of his 
apartment when Paul arrives unannounced. Leaving Hester, Diddy goes out 
into the hall to his brother: 
It takes a while for Diddy to get accustomed to the 
blow of light. His eyes smart, and he can't stop 
blinking. Meanwhile, Paul's talking (240). 
Note that the power of light is linked to Paul's words, but, before I say 
more on the subject, let us look at a passage which specifically unites 
words and light: 
Since that bitter row after Paul's unannounced 
visit, [Diddy] doesn't trust Hester; never will, in 
the old way, again. God knows, he wants to. But 
can't. Her words have scored him. Like the light 
that scored his eyes on the night Paul came, when 
Diddy first opened the door and peered into the hall 
(267). 
The Biblical echoes are unmistakable here: the word as the truth, 
the way, and the light. From .. Genesis, .. in The New International Version 
of The Holy Bible, we get the following: "God said, 'Let there be light,' 
and there was light. God saw that the light was good and he separated the 
light from the darkness .. (1). I mentioned above that the Biblical 
connection between Diddy's .. tray of words .. and Sontag's symboli.c joining 
of the word with light is .. quirky .. ; I mean by this that Paul, who is at no 
time portrayed as particularly spiritual, can be seen as something of an 
unannounced representative of the Lord shedding light on the lustful sin 
of Diddy's .. Adam .. and Hester's .. Eve ... Note that it is a combination of 
Hester's words and the light which accompanies Paul that .. scores .. Diddy. 
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Adam is first reproached by the Lord, or in this case His representative, 
then by his mate. In a certain sense, Paul leads the invasion of light on 
the darkness of Diddy's apartment. While Diddy is not a religious 
believer in any literal sense of the term, he does grant religion a 
significant power and pays it a certain respect. This respect, 
incorporated with the "tray of words" as a whole, plays, I think, an 
important role in said tray's power over Diddy. 
The last point I wish to make with regard to the relationship of 
words and touch in Kit centers on a dialogue between Hester and Diddy 
whicn immediately precedes their entering the train tunnel in search of 
Incardona. This dialogue has theatrical overtones; it has the feel of 
lines-in-a-script: 
"Do you remember what I was saying before you had to 
interrupt me and rush out to get the coffee? Do you 
remember, Hester?" 
"Perfectly. You said you thought you weren't 
sick for a physical reason but because you were 
afraid." 
"That's right. Now, do you know what you were 
then supposed to ask me with affectionate concern? 
Your next line?" A sullen impacted look settled on 
Hester's face. Diddy snapped his fingers. "Quick! 
Quick!" 
"Say your line again," said Hester. 
Diddy almost laughed. No point in browbeating 
her. Try to be patient. "Okay. My line was 'I'm 
afraid.'" 
"Afraid of what?" 
"Bravo!" 
"I don't like this game." 
"God damn it, it's not a game, Hester!" 
"Yes, it is. But let's play ••• I'll play. I 
want to play. Look" ( 278). 
The explicit theater contained in this dialogue, and Diddy's conviction 
that it is not a game but something quite real give us a glimpse of Death 
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Kit as theater. It opens the door to seeing the whole of the novel as a 
play. I have chosen to interpret Diddy and Hester's second trip into the 
train tunnel as the fourth and concluding act of Death Kit "the play." My 
discussion of all four acts of this "play," with particular attention 
being given to the final act, make up the next section of this paper. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: DEATH KIT AS A FOUR.-Acr PLAY 
I will describe the first three acts of this "play" as they relate to 
a better understanding of some of the novel~s themes and in particular the 
character of Hester. 
Act one takes place in the train tunnel in four scenes set, 
respectively, in the train compartment, the tunnel itself, the corridor of 
the train, and its lavatory. Note that even though the text does not 
speak of the lavatory being dark, it is, like the tunnel, "a secret place, 
a hiding place: lowly yet secure" (30). Act two is likewise in four 
scenes set in Hester~s first hospital room, the apartment of Myra 
Incardona, the restaurant where Diddy and Mrs. Nayburn have a meal, and 
Hester~s second hospital room. I see the two hospital roams as setting 
the tone of this act; these rooms certainly offer a rather striking 
contrast to Diddy~s house-of-mirrors type of visions in the Incardona 
apartment. Act three is one long scene containing protracted periods of 
silent darkness in which the audience, whose eyes have adjusted to the 
darkness, sees the darkened forms and hears the sounds of Hester and 
Diddy~s lovemaking. While the dialogue in this act at times brings to 
mind Edward Albee, the darkness, silence, and use of non-word sounds and 
movement bring to mind Beckett and Artaud. The fourth act offers an 
alternative to the talky, psychological-type study of relationships made 
use of by Albee and the "nothing but voice" darkness of Beckett. William 
Gass, again from his essay "On Talking to Oneself," provides words which I 
feel speak to Diddy~s situation and its relationship to modern drama: 
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Even if the world falls silent and we shrink in fear 
within ourselves ••• as though every syllable were 
subversive (as indeed each is) ••• and we peer 
suspiciously through the keyholes of our eyes, when 
we have reached the limit of our dwindle--the last 
dry seed of the self--then we shall see how greatly 
correct is the work of Samuel Beckett because we 
shall find there, inside that seed, nothing but his 
featureless cell, nothing but voice, nothing but 
darkness and talk (208). 
It is my view that the fourth act of Q_eath Kit the "play" offers the 
reader an alternative to the voyeurism ("keyholes of our eyes"), the 
spectatorism, the "all ear" type situation of the theater of the text. 
The fourth act finds its roots in the concepts of Antonin Artaud. We can 
also find in Artaud, at least in part, the roots of Beckett, for he also 
stands in opposition to the theater of the text. 
I will connect Artaud's concept of the theater of cruelty to my 
reading of Kit as a four-act play. I begin this connection by linking 
Diddy to Artaud's concept of cruelty in The Theater and Its Double, Artaud 
defines cruelty: 
From the point of view of the mind, cruelty 
signifies rigor, implacable intention and decision, 
irreversible and absolute determinism •••• Cruelty is 
not synonymous with bloodshed, martyred flesh, 
crucified enemies. This identification of cruelty 
with tortured victims is a very minor aspect of the 
question •••• Cruelty is above all a kind of rigid 
control and submission to necessity. There is no 
cruelty without consciousness and without the 
application of consciousness. It is consciousness 
that gives the exercise of every act of life its 
blood-red color, its cruel nuance, since it is 
understood that life is always someone's death 
(101-102). 
It is in the fourth act that Diddy attains to the "rigor" and 
"implacable intention" mentioned above, though if Hester had not consented 
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to go with him into the tunnel he might well have never made the trip. 
Diddy is, in the final act, consciously applying his consciousness. The 
encounter with the second workman does not create Diddy; he, instead, 
creates the encounter. It is his vision that transforms the second 
workman into the first. 
The state Diddy is in, at the time of his dialogue with Hester at the 
end of act three, is certainly in line with the following from Artaud: 
Effort is a cruelty, existence through effort is a 
cruelty. Rising from repose and extending himself 
into being, Brahma suffers, with a suffering that 
yields joyous harmonics perhaps, but which at the 
ultimate extremity of the curve can only be 
expressed by a terrible crushing and grinding (103). 
While the capacity for "joyous harmonics" may be present, the "ultimate" 
power of the "terrible crushing and grinding" cannot be avoided; the 
"terrible crushing and grinding" must, in fact, occur. 
Diddy has, to use Gass' term, shrunk in fear within himself, but he 
acts rather than remaining a spectator who is created: he creates. His 
actions, which Tanner calls Sontag's "final burst of imagination" and 
Nelson sees as the stuff of dreams, find their roots in ritual and 
spectacle. Diddy wishes to cross the space which separates spectator and 
spectacle, but his spectator is blind. While Hester has accompanied Diddy 
into the tunnel, she has not left behind, as he has, the literalness of 
reality, what the narrator refers to as "the arbitrary technical! ty of her 
blindness" (289). It is this "arbitrary technicality" that pins Hester to 
her individual self, her "human individuality"; Artaud's view of theater 
wishes to shed this "individuality": 
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Theater must make itself the equal of life--not an 
individual life, that individual aspect of life in 
which CHARACTERS triumph, but the sort of liberated 
life which sweeps away human individuality and in 
which man is only a reflection. The true purpose of 
the theater is to create Myths (116). 
It is my view that Diddy's irritation with Hester's refusal to let go of 
her individuality, her individual being as manifested by her blindness, is 
born of his desire to triumph. His triumph over the workman is dependent 
on his triumph over Hester; when she refuses to renounce her blindness, 
the power of her blindness over her, Hester is, for Diddy, covering up her 
disbelief in the psychic or theatrical reality he has created by holding 
tight to the fact that she is blind. Thus, Artaud's goal for an act of 
drama, of theater, that "the reality of imagination and dreams will appear 
there on equal footing with life" (123) is not attained. It is my opinion 
that Diddy's desire to be a "character" who triumphs in a clearly heroic 
fashion is what causes the fourth act of Kit as a play to fall short of 
Artaud's liberating potential. The Diddy who triumphantly battles the 
second workman is still in the grip of "Diddy the Good." Diddy's actions 
are essential to a certain order, an "Enframing" of the world while Artaud 
is, as Jerome Rothenberg points out in The Riverside Interviews, "a 
modern ••• ritualist of disorder" ( 77). 
It is, I believe, the power of what Artaud refers to as "defunct 
images of the old myths" that controls Diddy and does not allow him to 
create what Artaud sees as necessary: 
A drama which, without resorting to the defunct 
images of the Old Myths, shows that it can extract 
the forces which struggle within them (85). 
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I see Diddy~s turning to Hester after the first encounter with the workman 
as an unconscious move towards the Oedipal myth. Diddy needs to see 
Hester as teamed with Incardona; Diddy the narrator describes this need as 
a knowing: "As he~s always known, the two, Hester and Incardona, go 
together. In him, their destinies are linked" (160). By linking the 
destinies of these two, Diddy gives his certainly cowardly and perhaps 
insane attack on the first workman a legitimate interpretation; his act is 
not the act of a coward or some renegade madman, one whose madness is not 
"shapely" and "definite," but the act of a legitimately sick person. I 
believe that Artaud would see Diddy~s turning to Oedipus as "resorting to 
the defunct images of the Old Myths"; Diddy manipulates the Oedipal, at 
first unconsciously but by act four consciously, in order to convince 
himself that he is an heroic figure. The power of these "Old Myths" over 
Diddy prevents him from truly creating or "blowing life" into himself, to 
use Rothenberg~s term; instead he blows life into the myth (55). 
For me, reading Death Kit as a play helps to open up the character of 
Hester. Within the scope of what the narrative in a novel can do, Hester 
is at best a shallow character; apart from the description of her physical 
actions and dialogue by or about her, we know nothing about her. The 
inner Hester is never dealt with; the narrator is not omnipresent for any 
character but "himself"--Diddy. The narrator does not tell the reader 
about the motives or inner thoughts of anybody but Diddy; Diddy the 
narrator is not a traditional third-person narrator: his words are 
entirely egocentric. But as characters in a play, Hester, Jim, Mrs. 
Nayburn, Myra, Doris, and Paul are reasonably well-focused. For me, 
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Hester's strength as a character becomes most apparent in the context of 
theater. 
In The Incarnate Word, Cary Nelson writes: 
Diddy discovers that his perceptions can perfectly 
shape Hester to suit his needs. She is actually a 
spectrum of dolls he can choose from (20). 
The first sentence here tells us that Diddy discovers what any rational 
adult discovers; the point is, does it do him any good? Can Diddy shape 
Hester beyond his "perceptions"? Only if he can cause her to do and say 
as his "needs" demand can we say that Hester is simply a "doll" within a 
"spectrum of dolls." But this does not occur. For instance, when Hester 
consents to go into the tunnel with Diddy, he thinks she is joining him in 
his belief that their actions are not a "game" but "real." He has refused 
to hear her words: he says it isn't a game, and she replies: "Yes, it 
is. But let's play ••• I'll play. I want to play" (278). Heidegger says 
we must listen, but Diddy does not listen. The force of his need/desire 
to be a hero rather than a coward, to be in control rather than at drift, 
will not allow him to listen. The depth to which he is submerged in 
himself shows itself early in Hester and Diddy's relationship. Diddy is 
so wrapped up in, submerged in, fear, panic, confusion that he begs blind 
Hester, a virtual stranger, not to "pity" him. Hester replies: "I'm not 
sorry for you. I swear it. Tell me what happened" (28). Within the 
context of Kit as a play, these lines contain a good bit of sarcasm, 
particularly the "I swear it." Why should Hester pity Diddy? Is he 
totally self-absorbed, or perhaps he thinks her "legitimate" ailment, 
blindness, makes his diseased mind pitiable. A short bit later, we get a 
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line that rings with ridicule in response to Diddy's questions about how 
much she weeps; Hester says: "'Are you asking me if I've worn out my eyes 
weeping?' says the girl" ( 32). 
As already mentioned in this paper, Hester does not allow herself to 
become the burden that Diddy wishes her to be. She takes over the 
household duties, and he, in response, begins to rapidly crumble. Hester 
is aware of what's happening and says that she's afraid she is destroying 
Diddy. He tells her sarcastically not to "flatter" herself; then ,.,e get 
this interchange: 
"God, how I'd like to believe I'm not part of it! ••• 
But I can't. What I think is that you do want to be 
destroyed, but aren't strong enough to do it. You 
do need me to help you. I don't want to--at least I 
think I don't •••• " 
"Hester--" 
"Yes, maybe I do. I'm not a saint. And you're 
tempting me, Dalton, it's the most depraved kind of 
seduction. I don't want to destroy you. But deep 
down I feel that's just what you're begging me to 
do" (250). 
It is my view that Diddy needs Hester in order to destroy himself in an 
"honorable" (the corrupted use of this concept is certainly fitting in 
this novel written and set in the mid-1960s) fashion. Her blindness and 
Diddy's interpretation of that blindness as stubborn disbelief leads, I 
think, to her death. She is, as I mentioned before, stronger than Diddy 
in ways that I feel need to be acknowledged. For instance, that she uses 
him, as he uses her, to help accomplish her own death is not a possibility 
I can easily reject. Her motives for such actions are certainly more 
"shapely" and "definite," more legitimate, than Diddy's desire to die: 
she is hopelessly blind and her own mother is the cause of that blindness. 
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Hester's strength cannot be overlooked. In Diddy's mind she may be a 
"doll" within "a spectrum of dolls," but in that space which is not 
Diddy's mind Hester rebels. They chant "obscenities" and make love like 
never before, but throughout their lovemaking Hester keeps "her face, 
guarded by the sunglasses, turned sharply away" (290). She defeats 
Diddy's quest for heroic redemption, and, in my opinion, that victory 
leaves her dead. 
------------------------------""" _____ "" 
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CONCLUSION 
By way of a conclusion to my reading of Death Kit, let me set forth a 
scenario which allows me to bring the totality of the work into focus; 
along with this scenario I offer some comments on Sontag's ability as a 
novelist and Kit's value as a literary text. 
After the encounter in the train tunnel with the second workman, 
Diddy leaves Hester in the tunnel and returns to his apartment. He begins 
writing Death Kit. He becomes so wrapped up in the writing, and in trying 
to understand his actions and motives, that the narrator seems at times to 
be talking to "himself." Diddy the narrator, full of guilt, fear, and 
dread, yet as exhilarated and at heat in the moment of creation as a 
Shelley or a Charles Olson; Diddy the narrator surfaces only once in the 
first-person "I." 
Diddy or, more appropriately perhaps, Dalton Harron had not been a 
writer per se. The oddly constructed sentence fragments, that depend so 
heavily on what precedes them, are born of this fact, as is the following 
about the "characters" he has created and the clumsiness of his words: 
Exempted from tacking on to those indigestible 
strips of words being exchanged by the three men 
seated in a row to his left more strips of words; 
his words, which are bound to be sticky as taffy or 
tough like overchewed bubble gum (72). 
The conventional view that an independent clause or a sentence must be 
able to stand alone as a stat~ment is of little, or no, concern to Diddy. 
You note that I am criticizing Diddy not Sontag. This is not an 
oversight; this is a reading: I feel that in Death Kit Sontag wrote as 
Diddy; she played that role: writer-actor self-consciously; Diddy is then 
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the narrator. I also believe that Artaud as strongly and, I think, more 
positively than Freud haunts this novel, this "verbal space." However, 
the madman's triumph over the "shrink" is tainted by the madman's 
addiction to fairy tale ( "Diddy the Good") heroes. Artaud' s madness takes 
a step, I think, past that addiction by shedding what he feels is an 
enslaving individuality for the freedom of myth and ritual. 
The novel's final sect ion in which Diddy surveys the "museum" of the 
dead is written directly before Diddy's second suicide attempt. By this 
time Hester's body has been found; a newspaper story refers to her as the 
victim of rape-murder. Diddy reads the story repeatedly and decides to 
kill himself; it's the only honorable thing he can do. 
The "museum" section of the novel is Diddy's version of a book of the 
dead, something to take with him on the great voyage, into "the big 
sleep." Cary Nelson points out that in the concluding section of Kit 
"events ••• are finally released from their narrative context" (20). The 
narrative that precedes the novel's concluding section is, I think, 
explicitly addressed in Kit's flnal two sentences: 
Diddy has made his final chart; drawn up his last 
map. Diddy has perceived the inventory of the world 
(312). 
Apart from these lines, I agree with Nelson: events are released from 
their narrative context. Diddy's book of the dead is concerned only with 
death. There is no dialogue, and the narrator's awareness of his body 
becomes finally loving. Diddy wrote this "museum" section after taking 
the pills, which will kill him, and taking inventory of his own apartment, 
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by now his world. When putting this to paper, he keeps what is his, his 
bodily sensations, and let's his fantasies do the rest. 
Death Kit is a mystery novel of no small subtlety and wit; it is also 
something of a suicide note. In relation to this novel as suicide note 
theme, let us turn again to Cary Nelson; he writes: 
The novel is the process by which Diddy accomplishes 
his own comfortable death. His still body is the 
accomplished form of the book (20). 
Kit is a "still body," just as Diddy by the end of the novel is about to 
become a still body! If the novel is a suicide note then Diddy has fallen 
short of Hippolyte's requirement for telling the truth by way of the 
written word: 
If there is any chance of writing something that is 
true, it will only be because we have banished the 
thought of another person (13). 
Suicide notes are, of course, normally intended for another person. 
Diddy has, apparently, no more "banished the thought of another person," a 
reader than Sontag has banished herself as the author of Death Kit. Yet, 
the degree to which she is able to create a male psyche trapped by 
civilization (an entrapment similar to Jim's entrapment in Joseph Conrad's 
Lord Jim) is remarkable. The insights into "manhood" portrayed by that 
male psyche are, in my opinion, a~ple proof of her success as a novelist. 
She takes me to places within the space of being a "man" that I didn't 
consciously wish to go. Perhaps like Diddy,, my subconscious became 
conscious during the course of Death Kit. I know that when Diddy is said 
to desire a complicity of touch and mouth; then Hester, by the act of 
fellatio, pulls him away "from thinking, from memory, from words, from 
--------------------~-----~-~----
73 
Paul," my mind flashes to a bartender-poet-author of a thesis on Joyce, a 
friend of mine in the early 1970s, who often spoke, especially when drunk, 
of every man's secret idea of paradise being "to go catapulting through 
eternity". with his sexual organ in his mouth; then he'd laugh and say: 
"There'd be nobody to talk to anyway." I add to this: such a posture is, 
of course, a perfect sphere; it also fulfills Diddy's desire for 
complicity. The novel summoned this distant voice and its accompanying 
images, and, in so doing, it caused or helped me to come in contact with 
my own experience in new ways. While such an accomplishment is highly 
personal, it does, for me as a human and a reader, speak positively of 
Death Kit's value. 
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